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Faith versus Sanitation 

Ram Puniyani 

The Union Rural development Minister’s remark that “toilets are more important than temples” 
(October 2012) was met with diverse responses. Jairam Ramesh was speaking at a launch of campaign 
to sensitize people about the ill effects of open defecation, a practice very common in rural areas and 
city slums, where sanitation facilities are poor or non-existent. Ramesh said that open defecation was 
the main reason for the hygiene related problems and that there are more temples than toilets in the 
country. 

The BJP and friends immediately pounced on the minister saying that he is insulting their 
faith. While BJP’s associates VHP and Bajrang dal took to strong condemnation of Ramesh, demanded 
an apology from him and launched protests. One case has also been registered against the minister for 
insulting the faith. Congress spokesman, in order to play safe said that Congress respects all religions. 
The only support the minister could get was from the NGO Sulabh International, the NGO which has 
initiated a chain of public toilets in places where they are most needed. 

What a shame that the basic point Ramesh is making is undermined by most and is being taken 
as an insult to Hindu religion. Surely he is talking of the holy places which have been the center of 
attention for spending money for their construction and upkeep while the core social issue is being 
undermined. Temple here is a metaphor for the holy places, where people go for worship and associate 
it with their identity. Being in India the dominant number of temples is very obvious. The UN data shows 
the gross inadequacy of our sanitation facilities. While our sanitation system suffers from gross neglect, 
during last few decades many grander temples have come up along with the other small ones also. 
Even the affluent NRIs have also donated heavily for these temples. Cne should also notice here that 
even when Pundit Nehru, when he underlined the importance of dams, industries and modern education, 
he also used the word temple, saying that these are the temples of Modern India. 

Cne should register that when the holy Hindu practices are done in the state functions, breaking 
of coconut, lighting the lamp, the BJP and company and many others take it as a routine. Now but when 
the word temple is generalized to draw the attention of deeper social issue, their protest and hysterical 
reaction, their defense of ‘faith’ is deafening! One concedes that as such also during last few decades 
many a Muslims making living in the gulf countries have been remitting money home for Mosques. 
During the relief work of Gujarat carnage victims, when the Modi Government stopped the rehabilitation 
work for the victims, the Muslims’ conservative organizations continued the relief work. In the colonies 
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which they got constructed for the violence victims, the Mosques are big and grand while the houses are 
small. 

The core issue is related to social concerns of poor versus the identity based concerns in 
general. In independent India, thanks to the uncompromising values of Nehru, he could ward off the 
pressures of conservative sections to get Somnath temple repaired from state coffers. He also advised 
the President of India not to inaugurate the Somnath temple. His focus was on the basic issues of 
bread-butter, shelter, employment. Even at that time the previous avatar of BJP, Jan Sangh was talking 
of identity based issues related to protection of Mother Cow. This dichotomy, as to which type of issue is 
more important has been an age old one. Lord Gautama Buddha while opposing the caste system, 
focused that the central concerns are related to life in this world, ‘the other’ world around which identity 
is constructed, Brahma etc. are not his concern. Dr. Ambedkar pointed out that Buddha’s teachings 
were the major revolution in India, whereby the low caste could come out from the grip of Brahminical 
exploitation and identity issues. This revolution of Lord Buddha was met with the counter revolution led 
by Shankaracharya, as per whom this world is Mythya (illusion) and one should focus on the real truth in 
the form of Brahma. 

In medieval times the saints of bhakti tradition in particular, like Kabir Tukaram, Dadu, Paitu, 
Pipa all drew our attention to the plight of people of the world, while clergy called for importance of 
rituals, holy places and the wrath of God, if people don’t follow their dictates about the identity related 
concerns. Sufis and Liberation theologians also talked about people’s issues and showed the path of 
love. Kabir at one point compares the grinding stone (chakki) and the idol of God. For him the grinding 
stone is more important than the idol of the Lord as grinding stone helps people to grind the grains and 
satisfy their hunger. During most of the social transformations when average people, poor come up to 
rebel, their issues are related to bread, while those opposed to social change harp on the identity 
related temples and mosque. During freedom movement, while National movement was talking about 
the values of Liberty, Equality and Fraternity so that people’s problems can be solved the communal 
organizations, standing for status quo, Muslim League and Hindu Mahasabha-RSS were taking the 
cover of their respective religions and keeping aloof from freedom movement for preserving their 
privileges under the garb of their religion. 

Post Independence we see that the ideologies of status quo, have been taking up defense of 
Holy cow, and later India politics got transformed with the identity related issue of Babri Mosque, 
opposition to Shah Bano getting maintenance. Later other such issues have been waiting in the wings to 
oppose the social issues; the ones’ like Amarnath yatra. Ram Setu and a list of temples, which need to 
be built. The politics around temple, identity, issues related to ‘other world’ are stalking the world. Most 
fundamentalist politics is revolving around Temple (Mosque and Church), while the hunger pangs, basic 
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necessities and violation of human rights of weaker section are being bypassed. On the side of temple 
are the practitioners of politics in the name of religion. On the side of Toilet, provisions for social living 
are the ones’ who are denied this basic survival thing in daily life or those who give primacy to these. 

There is bit of mix up also. Pure agenda may be difficult to come by so there are different 
degrees of emphasis. While the most radical one’s like Bhagat Singh, Ambedkar and their followers will 
talk of this world and rights, the middle of the road parties will give less emphasis to identity, temple, 
while the electoral wings of fundamentalist will give primacy to temple and lip service to grinding stone 
or toilets. In a way the temple-toilet debate is reminiscent of Kabir’s grinding mill versus stone-idol 
debate. Who dare to stand for toilet and who stands for temple, mosque church will tell us their social 
commitment. Commitment to social change versus aggressive desires to maintain status quo is the 
issue! 


Hemley Gonzalez: The Truth about Mother Teresa 

Adam Lee 

[Note: Please welcome Hemley Gonzalez to Daylight Atheism. Hemley Is the founder of Responsible 
Charity, a secular non-profit organization serving the poor of Calcutta, which was a past beneficiary of 
the Foundation Beyond Belief In this Interview, he discusses his time as a volunteer with Mother 
Teresa's supposed charitable organization, how he became disillusioned, and how It Inspired him to 
start a better alternative.. —Adam] 

You used to be a volunteer with Mother Teresa's Missionaries of Charity. What originally 
inspired you to volunteer? What did you think of her back then? 

After the real estate market collapse of 2007, I decided to take some time off and get in touch 
with my compassionate and creative side. In 2008 I took a backpacking trip for several months 
throughout India. Before leaving the US I had read one of the authorized biographies on Mother Teresa 
which portrayed the organization as a beacon of hope, and I decided to split my time in India between 
backpacking and volunteering, giving them two months of my time and energy; it was then that I 
discovered the serious medical negligence that had been taking place for quite a while inside the 
organization and began to document and report the abuse I witnessed. 

When did you first start to become disillusioned with her organization? What were some specific 
things you saw that changed your mind about them? 
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It happened almost instantly, literally on my first day volunteering. I was shocked to discover the 
horrifically negligent manner in which this charity operates and the direct contradiction of the public's 
general understanding of their work. Workers wash needles under tap water and then reuse them. 
Medicine and other vital items are stored for months on end, expiring and still applied sporadically to 
patients. Volunteers with little or no training carry out dangerous work on patients with highly contagious 
cases of tuberculosis and other life threatening illnesses. The individuals who operate the charity refuse 
to accept and implement medical equipment and machinery that would safely automate processes and 
save lives. 

What, if anything, did you iearn subsequentiy that cemented your opinion? 

After further investigation and research, I realized that all of the events I had witnessed 
amounted to nothing more than a systematic human rights violation and a financial scam of monumental 
proportions. Not once in its sixty-year history have the Missionaries of Charity reported the total amount 
of funds they've collected in donations, what percentage they use for administration and where the rest 
has been applied and how. Since its inception, defectors of the organization and other journalists have 
placed the figure upwards of one billion dollars (and counting). The mission currently operates over 700 
homes and maintains an average of 4,000 workers while consistently failing to provide statistics on the 
efficacy of their work. 

What have you done to publicize your views about Teresa's organization since then? Has there 
been any kind of response? 

When I returned home, I immediately began speaking up about all the negligence I had 
witnessed; I created a Facebook page so I could post the photos and notes of all that I documented 
during my time there and within months I was contacted by FORBES-India, who interviewed me last 
year and published a serious article pertaining the monumental medical negligence of this organization 
and as a result "the home of the dying" was immediately closed for "renovations" after the national 
circulation of the article. 

What would you advise atheists to say when confronted by people who hold up Mother Teresa 
as a model of virtue? 

Regardless of your personal beliefs; adoration of suffering, medical negligence and financial 
fraud are human right violations. 

Mother Teresa's was NO ONE'S mother. This supposedly celibate nun's name was Agnes 
Gonxha Bojaxhiu, an Albanian native who lived most of her life without speaking to her own family and 
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proselytizing her religion under the disguise of charity. There is absolutely nothing normal or "saintly" 
about this. 

Standing firm against planned parenthood, modernization of equipment, and a myriad of other solution- 
based initiatives. Mother Teresa was not a friend of the poor but rather a promoter of poverty. 

It was Mother Teresa's own admission during an interview that more than 23,000 people had 
died in the halls of the particular home I had worked in, as if boasting at the figure and missing entirely 
the point of the enormous compilation of unnecessary deaths. 

Mother Teresa also repeatedly admitted that she was not a social worker, and her followers 
continue to assert the same to this day. So under what motives do they tend to the poor, you may ask? 
The mantra of the operation rests solely on the belief that suffering and poverty are ways of loving God, 
a seriously troubling statement to say the least. 

How would you describe your personal beliefs today? 

Disgusted and disappointed by my experience with the Missionaries of Charity, I began working 
in the slums alongside other friends and volunteers who also felt their efforts were positively and 
effectively changing the lives of those disadvantaged families we came into contact with. 

After returning home, I began a campaign to raise awareness about the issues I experienced 
and the challenges the children of the Park Circus face daily, and thus Responsible Charity was born. 
Through a homegrown network of friends, family and volunteers in different regions of the world we are 
now beginning to gather donations which we can track and report on our website and show exactly the 
progress and help such funds allow us to administered to those in need. 

Unlike some religious-based organizations which have no progressive plans in effect to educate and 
empower the children, women and men out of poverty. Responsible Charity would like to make 
advances in areas of education, planned parenthood and self employment. 

I returned to Kolkata at the beginning of December last year. I felt a bit overwhelmed with the 
amount of necessity and tasks which Responsible Charity needed to take on to truly make a difference 
in the lives of several families in a slum in the City of Joy. But after a few days and a slow but sure 
readjustment to the pollution, weather and constant noise, things started to become clearer. 

In the last 10 months, we have been able to gather a great wave of support from freethinkers, atheists 
and just plain compassionate human beings from around the world thus bringing their attention to the 
conditions on the ground for some of the children and their parents. 

There are a lot more details than what I've listed below, please browse the albums on our 
Facebook page where we document our work and feel free to add and choose any of the tasks we've 
performed over the last 10 months. 
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Here's a quick list of all that we've accomplished thus far: 

1. Nine homes totally rebuilt, each for a family in dire need of better housing 

2. Weekly milk delivery program for 12-15 babies and or toddlers 

3. Weekly adult milk delivery program 

4. Cover the cost of a birth and every necessary item associated with the new baby 

5. Began a monthly salary program with a mother to allow her daughter to go to school 

6. Lice treatments on an ongoing basis 

7. Donated a dozens of bags of clothes given to us by tourist and other local charities 

8. Hired a nurse to come to the slums on a weekly basis and address health issues head on with all 
the members of the families we are helping. 

9. Have bought and distributed scores of necessary medicines and vitamins and continue to do so 

10. Held a huge end-of-the-year party for about 100 people living in the slum, complete with a hearty 
mean and a ton of gifts and toys for 12 families. 

11. Bi-weekly hygienic program instituted, delivering toothpaste, shampoo and soap to now 24 families 
totalling over 130 children, men and women. 

12. Blood, urine and stool tests for several members of several families 

13. X rays and Tuberculosis assessments for three individuals + ongoing treatment for one. 

14. Daily cures of dressing and other minor health items 

15. Bought several stoves and fans for families 

16. New prescription glasses for two mothers 

17. Had several volunteers come through and witness first hand our work on the ground. 

18. Collaboration with "Gimme Shelter India" and donating medicine and several medical items we have 
not had a use for. 

19. Attended meetings for future collaboration with other secular and local charities. 

20. Weeks of fruit purchases for a re-sale program initiative with one of the families. 

21. Have begun to create digital records for 24 families 

22. Took 15 children on an unforgettable excursion to a theme park 

23. Placed 12 children in school and now looking to do the same for several others 

24. Built a kitchen for a school which educates 200 children daily 

25. Co-hosted an annual festival at another school which educates 150 children daily 

26. Donated a year's worth of books to the same school above for 150 children 

http://www.responsiblecharity.org 

http://www.facebook.com/responsiblecharity 
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Paul Kurtz, 1925-2012 

Paul Kurtz, founder and longtime chair of the Committee for Skeptical Inquiry, the Council for 
Secular Humanism, and the Center for Inquiry, has died at the age of 86. He was one of the most 
influential figures in the humanist and skeptical movements from the late 1960s through the first decade 
of the twenty-first century. Among his best-known creations are the skeptics’ magazine Skeptical 
Inquirer, the secular humanist magazine Free Inquiry, and the independent publisher Prometheus 
Books. 

Early Life: Paul Kurtz was born on December 21, 1925, to Martin and Sarah Kurtz of Newark, New 
Jersey. He enrolled briefly at Washington Square College of New York University before enlisting in the 
U. S. Army at age 19, at the height of World War II. He fought in the Battle of the Bulge and served in a 
unit that liberated the Dachau concentration camp. He was demobilized eighteen months after the war’s 
end and resumed his studies at New York University (NYU). 

At NYU Kurtz studied philosophy under Sidney Hook, who had himself been a protege of the 
pragmatist philosopher John Dewey. The philosophy of Dewey and Hook, arguably the greatest 
American thinkers in the humanist tradition, would deeply influence Kurtz’s thought and activism. Kurtz 
graduated from NYU in 1948 and earned his Ph. D. in philosophy at Columbia University in 1952. 

Academic Career; Kurtz taught philosophy at Trinity College from 1952 to 1959. He joined the faculty at 
Union College from 1961 to 1965; during this period he was also a visiting lecturer at the New School for 
Social Research. In 1965 he was recruited by the new State University of New York at Buffalo. The 
former University of Buffalo had recently been absorbed into the state university system; under 
Governor Nelson Rockefeller, the institution launched an aggressive program to recruit top young 
academics to its faculty. Kurtz became professor of philosophy at SUNY-Buffalo, a post he held until his 
retirement from teaching in 1991. At this stage of his career, Kurtz focused principally on methods of 
objective inquiry and the history of American philosophy. He contributed the significant entry “American 
Philosophy” to the influential first edition of the Encyclopedia of Philosophy (1967), edited by Paul 
Edwards. He edited two large anthologies of American philosophy and published his best-known 
scholarly work. Decision and the Condition of Man (1968). 

The Humanist Movement: It was in the late 1960s that Kurtz embarked on the pursuit whose 
prominence would exceed even that of his career as a philosopher, when he began his involvement with 
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the humanist movement. In 1967 he was named editor of The Humanist, published by the American 
Humanist Association (AHA), then the nation’s only significant humanist organization. He took the 
magazine in new directions, both by making its content more sharply critical of religion and by using 
aggressive techniques to expand its circulation. Arguably, The Humanist never enjoyed greater cultural 
prominence or higher circulation than during Kurtz’s editorship, but his forceful style led to friction with 
others within AHA, including some members of its board of directors. Kurtz gave up editorship of The 
Humanist and parted ways with AHA in 1978. Ironically, that was the very year in which, owing to 
Kurtz’s influence, AHA moved its headquarters from San Francisco to Amherst, New York, the location 
of SUNY-Buffalo’s suburban campus. (AHA would remain headquartered off Harlem Road in Amherst 
until it moved to Washington, D. C., in 2000.) 

Kurtz was for more than a quarter-century an influential figure in the International Humanist and 
Ethical Union (IHEU), a worldwide network of national humanist organizations founded in Amsterdam in 
1952. He joined IHEU’s board of directors in 1969 and served as the organization’s co-chairman from 
1986 to 1994. During this period, Kurtz hosted IHEU’s Tenth World Congress, held at SUNY-Buffalo 
during the summer of 1988. 

The Kurtz-founded Organizations; Kurtz would be better known for his work through organizations he 
founded and shaped from their inception. 

In 1969 he founded Prometheus Books, a for-profit publishing company that quickly emerged as 
the dominant imprint in skepticism, humanism, and atheism. It would become the most prolific publisher 
of atheist and humanist titles in history. Since its founding it has published more than 2500 titles in what 
has become a broad range of genres. Significant milestones included the 1998 acquisition of most of 
the assets of the scholarly publisher Humanities Press International, giving rise to Prometheus’s imprint 
Humanity Books, and the formation in 2005 of its Pyr division, which has emerged as a prestige imprint 
for science fiction and fantasy fiction. Now led by Paul Kurtz’s son Jonathan, the most impressive 
achievement of Prometheus Books may be that it has retained its independence during five decades in 
which an enormous number of independent publishers closed down or were absorbed. Paul Kurtz was 
perhaps best known for the three mutually supportive not-for-profit organizations he founded in Buffalo 
and later Amherst, New York, now known as the Committee for Skeptical Inquiry, the Council for 
Secular Humanism, and the Center for Inquiry. 

Kurtz and others founded the world’s first organization devoted solely to scientific criticism of 
paranormal claims at an April 1976 conference at SUNY-Buffalo whose participants included author 
Isaac Asimov, author-mathematician Martin Gardner, and magician James Randi. The organization was 
originally known as the Committee for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal, and 
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became widely known by its acronym, CSICOP. Several months after its formation CSICOP launched a 
journal, The Zetetic, which later achieved great prominence as the Skeptical Inquirer, which continues to 
be published bimonthly. During its early years CSICOP encouraged the formation of local skeptics 
groups across the United States, and of independent national skeptics organizations across the world. 
These groups would form the kernel of today’s international skeptical movement. In 2006, the 
organization shortened its name to the Committee for Skeptical Inquiry, partly to show that its concerns 
now extended beyond its original focus on paranormal claims to include the public understanding of 
science and issues in medicine and mental health. 

In 1980, two years after his departure from the American Humanist Association, Kurtz launched 
a new, more explicitly nonreligious humanist organization, the Council for Democratic and Secular 
Humanism (CODESH). The word “Democratic” was added to demonstrate the group’s opposition to 
Communist totalitarianism, an important consideration since non-theism was then strongly associated 
with Communism in the public mind. The new organization’s first act was to release A Secular Humanist 
Declaration, a position document originally signed by 57 distinguished activists and academics. Its 
release was covered in a front-page story in the New York Times. The Council simultaneously launched 
a journal. Free Inquiry, with Kurtz as its publisher and founding editor. Free Inquiry quickly became the 
best-respected and highest-circulation humanist magazine in the U. S. It continues to be published 
bimonthly. 

In 1996, in response to the collapse of European Communism, the organization shortened its 
name to the Council for Secular Humanism. It maintains a network of independent local groups, 
operates North America’s only freethought museum, and engages in a variety of educational and 
advocacy activities. Since 2007 the Council has been lead plaintiff in a lawsuit that challenges contracts 
between the state of Florida and explicitly religious social service providers. 

In 1991, Kurtz’s skeptical and secular-humanist organizations relocated from Buffalo to Amherst, 
New York. In the same year Kurtz founded a third major non-profit organization, the Center for Inquiry. 
Originally conceived as a platform for consolidating activities that CSICOP and CODESH conducted in 
parallel, from magazine production to payroll, the Center grew into an advocacy organization in its own 
right. Its agenda encompassed both CSICOP’s skepticism and CODESH’s secular humanism, placing 
both in a broader cultural and intellectual context. In addition to the Center for Inquiry headquarters 
campus in Amherst, which Kurtz expanded to some 35,000 square feet, there at various times more 
than fifty branch Centers for Inquiry operated in other American cities and across the world, employing a 
variety of operating models. From its transnational headquarters at Amherst, the Center conducted a 
wide range of educational programs, including an online master’s degree program in conjunction with 
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the University at Buffalo. Its research libraries hold the world’s largest collections of humanist, skeptical, 
and related literature. 

Awards and Recognitions: Paul Kurtz received numerous awards and other encomia. In 1992 he was 
named a Fellow of the American Association for the Advancement of Science. In 1996 the main-belt 
asteroid Kurtz 6629 was named in his honor. In 2000 he received the International Rationalist Award at 
the Second International Rationalist Conference at Trivandrum, India. In 2001 he received the Charles P. 
Norton Medal, the highest award bestowed by the State University of New York at Buffalo. In 2009 he 
received the Eupraxsopher Award, a special lifetime achievement award, from the Center for Inquiry, as 
well as the Philip J. Klass Award from the National Capital Area Skeptics. In 2010 he received a lifetime 
achievement award at The Amazing Meeting (TAM) sponsored by the James Randi Educational 
Foundation. 

Publications: Paul Kurtz wrote or edited more than fifty books for scholarly or general audiences. 
Among the better-known are Exuberance: A Philosophy of Happiness (1977); Forbidden Fruit: The 
Ethics of Humanism (1988); Eupraxophy: Living without Religion (1989); The Transcendental 
Temptation: A Critique of Religion and the Paranormal (1991); The New Skepticism: Inquiry and 
Reliable Knowledge (1992); and What Is Secular Humanism? (2006). Flis works have been translated 
into multiple languages. He composed a great number of essays, including editorials that appeared in 
every issue of Free Inquiry magazine from its founding in 1980 until 2009. 

Kurtz was also organized humanism’s most prolific composer of position documents. When the 
joined the humanist movement, it was still strongly influenced by the Humanist Manifesto of 1933. 
Drafted and signed by Unitarian ministers (with the conspicuous exception of signer John Dewey), the 
original Manifesto explicitly envisioned humanism as a new religion. On Kurtz’s view, a more secular 
formulation was needed. As editor of The Humanist he led a campaign for a new and more relevant 
Manifesto. Humanist Manifesto II was published in 1973, having been co-drafted by Kurtz and fellow 
humanist leader Edwin H. Wilson. Where its predecessor was religious. Manifesto II explicitly abjured 
religiosity. In a passage reflecting Kurtz’s writing style, it declared: “Some humanists believe we should 
reinterpret traditional religions and reinvest them with meanings appropriate to the current situation. 
Such redefinitions ... perpetuate old dependencies and escapisms; they easily become obscurantist, 
impeding the free use of the intellect. We need, instead, radically new human purposes and goals.” 

Manifesto II was signed by 114 activists and thought leaders at first publication, and would 
eventually attract 261 distinguished signers. Its release garnered worldwide media attention including a 
front-page story in The New York Times. 
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The previously mentioned A Secular Humanist Declaration (1980) was drafted solely by Kurtz. It offered 
a secular humanist interpretation of many of the ideas developed in Manifesto II, but steeped in the 
recognition that an unquestionably nonreligious humanist institution needed to be created, close to but 
slightly outside of a larger humanist movement that included both religious and nonreligious humanists. 

In the late 1990s Kurtz began to compose a new successor document. Originally he planned to title it 
Humanist Manifesto III, asserting the right to do so as the sole living co-author of Manifesto II. After the 
American Humanist Association asserted ownership of the Manifesto title and threatened legal action, 
Kurtz retitied his document Humanist Manifesto 2000. 

Humanist Manifesto 2000: A Call for a New Planetary Humanism was issued in 1999 with about 
200 signatures. It was book-length, far lengthier than the previous Manifestos, and represented the 
fullest statement of Kurtz’s vision for humanism as a planetary commitment transcending national and 
ethnic identities. Besides challenging religion and championing the scientific outlook and freedom of 
thought, Kurtz called for a popularly elected global parliament, a World Court, a global environmental 
monitoring institution, and a new international tax to aid the developing world. These internationalist 
contentions engendered substantial controversy within the humanist movement. 

Principal Contentions: Kurtz consistently asserted that morality should be rooted in human flourishing 
and happiness, not on supernatural revelation. He attached high priority to individual liberty in a robustly 
democratic culture. His ethics were primarily utilitarian, but he tempered his utilitarianism with a strong 
commitment to basic liberties. As early as 1969 he had written that “there are two basic and minimal 
principles which especially seem to characterize humanism. First, there is a rejection of any 
supernatural conception of the universe and a denial that man has any privileged place within nature. 
Second, there is an affirmation that ethical values are human and have no meaning independent of 
human experience.” Repeatedly he characterized secular humanism less as a set of moral or 
philosophical prescriptions than as a process, a template for the conduct of ethical inquiry. 

Two further contentions strongly influenced Kurtz’s thought and writing beginning in the mid- 
1980s. The first was his growing sense of humanism as necessarily planetary. He argued that since the 
principal problems confronting humankind were global in scope, they required transnational solutions. 
This view was accompanied by an assertive cosmopolitanism that viewed traditional religious, ethnic, 
and national identities as archaisms to be jettisoned whenever possible. 

In addition, he sought an authoritative answer to the question “If secular humanism is not a 
religion, what is it?” His solution was to coin a new word, eupraxophy (in later years spelled 
eupraxsophy). Formed from Greek roots meaning roughly “good wisdom and practice in conduct,” the 
word was meant to label a novel category of intellectual and moral systems that met some of the social 
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needs served by religions without the supernaturalism or authoritarianism of traditional faiths. Kurtz 
made his most extended argument for the coinage in his 1989 book Eupraxophy: Living without Reiigion. 
A subsequent edition was titled Living without Reiigion: Eupraxsophy. The neologism’s move from title 
to subtitle reflected the coinage’s fate. Kurtz’s arguments for eupraxsophy were received respectfully, 
and some activists eagerly restyled themselves “eupraxsophers.” Ultimately, however, the term failed to 
maintain traction and it is infrequently used in the movement today. 

Later Life: While Kurtz’s son Jonathan had succeeded him as president of Prometheus Books, Kurtz 
continued to exercise day-to-day control of the non-profit organizations he had founded well past his 
eightieth birthday. After 2005 there was heightened concern on the part of the organizations’ directors to 
implement a specific succession process. In June 2008, attorney and philosopher Ronald A. Lindsay 
succeeded Kurtz as president and CEO of the Center for Inquiry, the Council for Secular Humanism, 
and the Committee for Skeptical Inquiry. Lindsay was Kurtz’s personal selection for the position. Kurtz 
continued to serve as board chair until June 2009, when Buffalo investment advisor Richard Schroeder 
was elected Chair and Kurtz assumed the new position of Chair Emeritus. Kurtz faced this process with 
increasing reluctance, and on May 18, 2010, he announced his resignation from all of his remaining 
positions at the three nonprofit organizations. His office continued to be reserved for his use whenever 
the Center for Inquiry - Transnational in Amherst was open. 

Late in 2010, Kurtz announced the founding of a new organization, the Institute for Science and 
Human Values. It released a manifesto-style document titled Neo-Humanist Statement of Secuiar 
Principies and Vaiues with more than 150 signers and announced a new quarterly journal. The Human 
Prospect. 

Conclusion: Ultimately, Paul Kurtz did much to shape the American and world humanist movements 
during the final third of the twentieth century. He was a prodigious organizer, responsible for much of the 
social landscape through which nonreligious Americans moved before the emergence of the so-called 
New Atheist movement in the middle 2000s. At the same time, a vibrant and varied skeptics’ community 
now served by dozens of local and national organizations might not exist at all - and surely would not 
have its current form - if not for Kurtz’s founding of the first modern skeptical organization, CSICOP. His 
most enduring legacy may be the Center for Inquiry, which continues to stand as the larger movement’s 
largest, most active, and highest-budgeted organization. 


Courtesy, www.scicop.orq 
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Million dollar challenge from Randi for 
who can demonstrate supernatural powers 

Prof. Narendra Nayak 

For those who may not know about him, I would like to introduce James Randi aka the amazing 
Randi -one of the most well known skeptics on this earth and has a million dollar challenge for any one 
who can demonstrate supernatural powers or can show him something which can prove such. With his 
famous organization JREF, the James Randi Education Foundation he is a household name in the US 
and well known all over the world for debunking the supernatural claims which could be anything from 
the healing powers of homeopathic concoctions to healing by prayers or anything else for that matter 
which can be called as supernatural. 

Now, 84 and still active he had been to India for the first time and was at Bangalore after 
attending the Thinkfest at Goa and the program was at short notice due to the visa problems that Randi 
had to face. I was told that the visa was in his hands just 4 hours before his flight was to take off and 
the appearance had been almost cancelled. Since had few days free he decided to come to Bengaluru 
and meet some of us. The programs were arranged by Nakul Shenoy at various places in Benagaluru 
on three days. On the first it was a meet for members of the magic circle while on the second it was for 
those interested and had registered on line with the organisers. Fie had also arranged for a meet with 
me to discuss various aspects of the movement in India and D.J.Grothe, the President of the foundation 
was with him and it was a double purpose interview with me interviewing them for our readers and the 
other way around for their readers! 

Speaking to us Randi had in his hands a dice used at some casinos at Las Vegas in which 
there were three on the opposite side of six while the normal ones have one! The hawk like eyes of 
Randi had caught this and being 84 years of age had not diminished his zeal for debunking! Anyway the 
same sleight of hand was demonstrated later on too during lunch and then at a public lecture. 

Fie clarified that the movement in the US was of three groups- the atheist groups whose focus 
in on discussions about the nonexistence of the supernatural forces, the humanists who emphasise on 
the equality of all humankind and the skeptics who were mainly interested in investigating the claims of 
those who professed to have supernatural powers. Though the ultimate goal was the same the 
methodology was different. 

The James Randi Education foundation has mainly four tasks as of now and going into the fifth 
one soon. Their most publicized activity is the million dollar challenge whose text runs as follows: there 
is a fake cheque for a million dollars and the promise is to replace it with a genuine one for any one who 
could demonstrate a paranormal ability under proper observable conditions! 
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The foundation conducts a meeting called as TAM meeting- the amazing meeting in which there 
are lectures and demonstrations of so called supernatural phenomena. Most importantly the foundation 
educates young school children to develop rational thinking through their kits which just encourage 
children to ask questions and get answers by themselves about various so called claims of the 
paranormal. 



The foundation has a well known media wing too which takes care of videos, podcacsts, radio 
and printing of books too. They have promised to put one of my books on line soon. 

When queried about his million dollar offer for the demonstration of paranormal claims he told 
me that he got that idea from a book Begone godmen- the famous tome on the subject written by none 
one else but our own Abraham T.Kovoor who was also my inspiration to join the movement. Randi told 
me that when he went to Srilanka in 1996 he shook hands with Kovoor- he said thanks to Sir Arthur 
C.CIarke the famous science fiction writer, whom he had gone to film! I asked him how that was 
possible as Kovoor passed away long back and he said there was the miracle! He had gone to 
University of Moratua where Kovoor’s skeleton was hanging and went shook hands with it telling him 
that he was glad to be shaking the hand of his inspiration. 

Both Randi and Grothe were awed by our work and the audiences we interacted with. They said 
there were more people in a single program than they could meet with in a year. They also expressed 
interest in collaborating with us in activities in fields of common interests. They were already having 
such with groups in Africa and wanted us to train them in exposing the godmen in those countries. 
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particularly the Shamans and the Witch doctors who were taking the people for a ride. Randi said his 
life’s ambition was to end exploitation of people who were being taken for a ride by the peddlers of 
concoctions, devises and such things, putting people’s lives to risk while lining their own pockets. He 
came down heavily on Homeopathy which was peddling sugar pills with imaginary powers of healing. 
This was very evident in the interaction he had in the same evening in which he spoke at length on 
these things. He also showed video clippings of his some famous exposures one of an evangelist who 
was using FM radio broadcasts by his wife who would first mingle with the audience get details from 
them and transmit the same to him through an earpiece which appeared to be a hearing aid but actually 
a radio which could receive FM broadcasts. He had a radio engineer with him who tuned in to the some 
frequency and recorded the conversations some of which he said were very derogatory. He also 
demonstrated some magic tricks and showed a video of his demonstration of psychic surgery. He said 
that he felt very sorry for those who would go to Philippines spending large amounts for getting these 
so called surgeries performed and then come back to die soon. 

When we were taken to lunch by Nakul, that Randi came into his own. He started sleight of 
hand tricks with paper napkins, salt cellars, a coin that made the waiters crowd around our table. It also 
showed that though he was 84 he had not lost any of his touch which had bestowed the title the 
amazing Randi on him! 

In the evening when it was time for interaction with the members of the public it was again 
Randi all the way. Many of things that he did and showed are not to be 



mentioned here because that would spoil the suspense for those likely to watch any of his programs in 
the future but I can say only one thing that he showed us as to how many of our assumptions are wrong. 
He told us the secret of his success never make people expect anything and always do the unexpected 
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which is also includes doing the expected thing! He also brought out the point that one should not go by 
any authority if they make statements which are irrational and gave many examples when very ‘famous’ 
scientists have been fooled by tricks of charlatans because they had assumed that being scientists it 
was not easy for anyone to fool them! He also demonstrated some escape tricks by having himself tied 
with a rope and escaping from the knots in the blink of an eye, However when it came to question time 
he refused to answer any questions revealing magic tricks and just dismissed them saying that they are 
just tricks of the trade. However, questions connected with the supernatural were answered very 
satisfactorily including the one about god which was given an answer that one could prove the existence 
of this entity to him under fraud proof conditions and take away his million dollars. 

This was his first visit to India and he has promised to return some time this time the meet being 
organized by us! 


Courtesy: Mangalore Today News 


James Randi: Edited Excerpts from an Interview 


‘Expose every belief to the light of reason’ 

He broke Houdini’s record by sealing himself in an underwater casket for an hour and 44 minutes. He 
spent 55 minutes encased in a block of ice, bent spoons with ‘mind power’ and escaped from a 
straightjacket suspended upside down over the Niagara Falls. But James Randi’s greatest act of 
defiance might be the long-standing challenge to psychics to demonstrate the validity of paranormal or 
psychic claims under controlled conditions — with a prize of $1 million administered by his foundation. It 
has remained unclaimed since it was instated in 1996. The author, lecturer, amateur astronomer and 
archaeologist is now the world’s most tireless investigator and demystifier of paranormal and 
pseudoscientific claims. 

How did you change tracks from magician to rationaiist? 

I had been a magician and an illusionist for more than three decades. Through the course of my 
vocation, I happened to meet quite a few gullible people who, after seeing my tricks, would ask me if I 
was part of a cult society. They were trying to sort me into one of those groups and despite my 
insistence that this was all deception, they refused to believe me. So at the age of 60, after I retired as a 
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professional conjurer, I decided to spend the rest of my life debunking the myths surrounding my 
profession. 

How much of a skeptic shouid one be? Shouidn’t we be equaiiy skepticai of science, or shouid 
we appiy skepticism seiectiveiy? 

Of course, one has to be skeptical of any science if it is being used to fool people. But by 
definition, science works on principles that are empirically tested, even if they are near-approximations. 
It has an astonishing rate of explanatory success. Science is a progressive body of knowledge that has 
been built over several centuries. By progressive, I mean it abandons old and false ideas when new 
evidence shows up. Unlike religious dictates, which do not change and, in fact, they only keep adding 
more and more ideas to it so that what you get in the end is a confabulated tale. Science can predict 
many things, and it can debunk many things. So you can be skeptical of science, but at your own peril. 
As long as you can back up your claims with evidence, there shouldn’t be a problem. 

But certain truths are not empirically verifiable. We know tt as the ratio of the circumference and 
radius of a circle, but there is no circle in the physical universe that conforms to it. It only works 
in the Euclidean/mathematical realm. 

Oh, come on. Those are two entirely different topics. There may not be a perfect circle in the 
known universe, but you will always be able to find a correlation. You will get a close approximation 
based on how much you can bump up the Pi value. It depends on how lazy you are on a given day, to 
figure out how much the circle you’ve drawn conforms to the ratio. 

But other things such as justice, art, love, etc, remain beyond what science can fathom. 

If you believe so. On the contrary, you can even choose not to believe me when I tell you there 
is a science behind the tricks that a magician performs. Belief is very powerful; it can make you assume 
notions that may not even exist. 

What about neuroscientists who insist that their new findings be incorporated into the American 
legal system? 

They sure love beating their own drums just like countless others. But if you’re asking if 
neuroscience is some kind of a basis for morality, I would tend to disagree, although not entirely. 
Fashioning moral values, especially in a legal framework, is extremely tricky. We have learnt, over the 
course of many millennia, how to interact with each other, and formulated value systems that govern 
what we ought to do and not to do in certain situations. It was obviously acquired by a refining process 
of evolution, over hundreds of thousands of years. It’s probably wired into our DNA. The behaviours and 
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actions that led to our own decimation were eventually sort of ‘dropped’ by evolution, in favour of other 
beneficial ones. Which is why going to war is simply ‘bad’, because both groups will annihilate each 
other. But there is also such a thing as survival, which is what all living beings aspire to, and when 
survival is at stake, morality will sometimes be suspended. In this light, reconciling our legal framework 
with all this becomes a slippery slope and we can only wait for society to become mature and take a call 
on it. 

What’s an idea you think that couid change the worid? 

There is a lot of credulity out there and what people really need to be convinced about is to 
think carefully before they commit to any belief. Expose every belief to the light of reason, discourse, 
facts, scientific observations; question everything, be sceptical because this is the only chance at life 
you will ever get. 

Shone Satheesh Babu 
Assistant Copy Editor with Teheika. 
shone@tehelka.com 


Pseudoscience unchallenged at IIT Kanpur 

Written by D 
On August 6, 2012 

Disclaimer: The views expressed are based on the honest beiiefs of the writer, and are not intended for 
any personai attack on the individuais invoived. The foiiowing debunking is an attempt to spread 
scientific temperament and dispeiiing dangerous pseudo-science in pubiic’s interest. 



The biggest spiritual Guru in the world - the founder of the largest spiritual movement, the Art of 
Living foundation and its trademarked ‘Sudarshan Kriya’ breathing technique - the man popularly known 
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as “Sri Sri” Ravishankar, gave a talk on “Secrets of Success” to students at the flourishing premises of 
NT Kanpur, which in its own right is arguably one of the best technical universities in the Indian 
subcontinent. The entire speech was recorded by Students Television Club, popularly known as STV 
and a copy of it was posted to YouTube in November, 2011. 

In this hour long talk laced with contemporary spiritual jargon, occasional mentions of India’s 
golden fall from glory, Mr. Ravishankar, at the 42m 23s mark, called for a volunteer to come up on stage 
for a surprise demonstration, the details of which were not immediately revealed. One of the students 
from the back rows of the auditorium was chosen to share the dais. The chosen volunteer, a lean¬ 
framed male student wearing a black t-shirt with horizontal white stripes, was asked to extend his arm 
parallel to the floor, clinch his fist and resist the pulling down of his arm. Mr. Ravishankar, gripping the 
volunteer’s arm near the wrist, was able to pull down his arm easily over and over again, much to the 
amusement of the audience. He then produced from his pocket a small vial containing an unknown fluid, 
and shed a few drops on the volunteer’s arm. The volunteer was then asked to rub and spread this oil 
over his arm. After the volunteer took a step back and a deep breath to relax, the whole exercise was 
repeated again - except this time Mr. Ravishankar struggled quite hard to pull down the volunteer’s arm, 
amazing the vast audience. The volunteer, visibly impressed and believing that he had in fact become 
stronger in a matter of seconds after the application of the oil, went onto fall at the feet (cultural practice 
of surrender) of his new Guru Mr. Ravishankar. Following the thundering applause from his audience, 
Mr. Ravishankar went on to urge stronger volunteers to come forth. 

The next male volunteer also went on to fall at the feet of Mr. Ravishankar after his new found 
strength. The frenzy in the arena seemed to have attracted a male skeptic from the audience to 
volunteer. He was visibly unimpressed by the arm pull down test and the claim of instantaneous 
improvement of strength and vigor following the application of a few drops of oil. The skeptic boldly 
asked for permission to perform the same test on his own test subject on the dais. While the skeptic 
readied his subjects, Mr. Ravishankar began offering an unscientific principle for the efficacy of his oil, 
that [sic] “one drop of poison can destroy the body. Can it not destroy? One drop of poison can destroy 
the immune system. No? The reverse can also happen - one drop of nectar can also strengthen your 
body.” The collective silence in the arena sounded like a silent hiccup in digesting the machinations 
uttered by Mr. Ravishankar. What happened afterwards was amateurish at best. The test subjects 
chosen by the skeptic gave testimonies to the audience that they felt “something different,” and the 
skeptic had to agree, on the microphone, that he was convinced of the gimmick, much to the delight of 
the student audience that was already spell bound. 

The following part of this article would debunk the pseudo-science that was sold convincingly, 
and with authority, to an audience that was clearly unwilling to be skeptical of a revered spiritual leader. 
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The mystery oil, supposed to be containing Amruth and three Ayurvedic herbs, seems very 
similar to a dietary Herbal supplement (revealed on November 27, 2011) called Shakthi Drops, which 
are sold for €25 in 30ml vials on Art of Living’s EU website. Even though the directions for use clearly 
state oral administration after dilution in 150ml of water to build up your “immunity”, Mr. Ravishankar’s 
participants topically applied it onto their skin under his guidance. 

Mr. Ravishankar and the participants involved seem to suggest epidermal absorption of this 
snake oil to boost their muscle strength. Scientific research reveals that it is very likely (though more 
studies are required among adults) for the human body to dermally absorb some components, if not all, 
of the topically applied fluid. That, however, does not imply that the absorbed components would 
instantaneously boost the immunity in the local region. 

Modern scientific knowledge of the human body shows us that physical strength depends on 
various factors, including anatomy and the strength of the neural signal initiating a contraction of the 
localized muscle. We can safely say that there is no direct correlation between immunity, a biological 
property involving defenses against infection, and muscle strength in human beings. Therefore, even if 
we allow the farfetched claim of immediate boost in immunity to stand, it does not explain the immediate 
boost in muscle strength. None of these complex properties could be improvised within seconds as 
asserted by Mr. Ravishankar. 

Actually, Mr. Ravishankar employed a derivative of the Delta Test or Arm-Pull-Down test used 
in Applied Kinesiology, an alternative pseudo-scientific practice. The original Delta Test involves having 
the test subject repeat a claim or swallow food to find a drop in arm’s resistance, which suggests an 
allergen or a false claim. Naive and unsophisticated as this may sound, the Delta Test demonstration 
could leave a powerful ‘visual illusion’ if done properly by a conjurer. The multi-million dollar power 
balance bracelet industry has fooled millions of people, scores of athletes and celebrities time and again 
into buying their bracelets using the Arm Pull Down test to their advantage in infomercials. 

Numerous studies and controlled experiments have been done for this “test” which led 
researchers to find out that suggestibility, variations in the amount of force, leverage, the follow-through 
involved, muscle fatigue and distraction of the test subject can influence the resistance in the stretched 
arm. Armed with their findings on the pull down arm test, we could scrutinize the video evidence to find 
similar patterns. 

On closer examination of the video, it is clear that Mr. Ravishankar uses a combination of tricks 
to lend credibility to his illusion. It is obvious in the video that the pivot on the volunteers’ wrists was 
closer in the first attempt than in the second. Mr. Ravishankar also uses a nice little trick, a slight upward 
motion in his “first” attempt, as he grips the wrist. It causes the muscles to relax, so that the arm can 
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immediately be pulled downwards. The guffaws from the audience add drama to the spectacle that 
would ensue. 

Watch slight upward motion before easy pull down 



Watch momentary hesitation to generate greater resistance 

After applying his snake oil, Mr. Ravishankar either changes the pivot, or momentarily hesitates 
in the follow through (not discounting the change in grip) - giving time and a much needed stimulus to 
the arm muscles to provide greater resistance. 

Another observation is that the subjects are asked to rub vigorously, take a deep breath and 
relax. When they return for the second attempt, their postures have changed and are better balanced to 
resist the downward action. Though I had previously alluded that the mystery oil was a deliberate 
product placement to increase curiosity in Shakthi Drops; it is imperative to state that we may never 
know its contents definitively. It could have contained alcohol or other (easily vaporizing) components 
dissolved in DMSO (Dimethyl Sulfoxide) which will be readily absorbed by the skin causing a different 
sensation in the applied region. 

To conclude, Mr. Ravishankar’s exposition of instantaneous boost in immunity and muscle 
strength is scientifically inconceivable; however a rational explanation involving any number of the 
following factors - change in sensation, grip, pivot, posture of the subject, power of suggestion and 
increased reflexes - after the first stretch could have attributed towards greater resistance in the 
subjects even when tested by the skeptical student after applying the snake oil. 

In India, Gurus have always been apotheosized and are considered above reproach for any of 
their actions. This cultural veneration of the master has rendered many to surrender their faculties of 
reason and skepticism, even when presented with highly questionable “miracles” and other shenanigans. 
Though it is very disheartening that a simple arm pull down demonstration was more than enough to 
brainwash bright minds at NT Kanpur; it is almost frightening to consider the rest of the masses with far 
less critical thinking skills, who are just waiting in line to be exploited with pseudo-science by anybody. 

Guru Ravishankar owes all of us a sincere explanation for his actions at NT Kanpur. 
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The author would like to credit Pratibha Nair, Imran Hussain and Jaya Sharma for their help with this 
post. 

http://nirmukta.eom/2012/08/06/pseudoscience-unchallenged-at-iit-kanpur/ 


Over 50% employees take their superstitious beliefs to work 

Dileep Athavale 

PUNE: A nationwide survey of new-age workplaces has revealed that the highly educated, technology 
savvy workforce finds sanctity in its superstitious beliefs and even carries lucky charms to office desks. 
Most companies do not frown upon such practices as long as they are not offensive to others, the 
survey reveals. 

The study covered 800 companies across top eight cities. New Delhi, Mumbai, Chennai, 
Kolkata, Bangalore, Hyderabad, Pune and Ahmedabad and found that as many as 62 % respondents 
admitted to being superstitious in personal matters and as many as 51% respondents said they adopted 
superstitious methods at the workplace. The survey found Vaastu Shastra and Feng Shui most popular 
among Indian employees in these cities even as several others said they were happy keeping their 
stones, colour specific and number oriented items and the ubiquitous bamboo shoot on their desks. 

The study also states that managements in India are generally adaptive to various superstitious beliefs 
practiced by the employees and do not restrict them as long as it does not affect productivity negatively. 
In fact, senior management officials believe that superstitious practices are more prevalent among the 
company top brass. 

The study, Superstitions@Workplace, is part of a series of surveys to understand India's new 
world of work by human resources management firm Teamlease. The study found employees in 
Bangalore and New Delhi more superstitious compared to other cities. While Chennai had as many as 
72 % respondents following a superstitious practice at their workplace, Mumbai disagreed dramatically 
with just 22% saying they followed any such practice at work. Cities like Pune and Ahmedabad too had 
few respondents agreeing to taking their superstitions to work. 

The age group of the respondents ranged between 21 and 45, with 60% of them employed at 
the junior level, 25% at middle management and 15% at a the senior level. The survey found more 
women employees (80%) practicing superstitions at work as compared to men (68%). Also, a majority of 
the respondents (63%) felt that female workers are more superstitious than their male counterparts. 
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Surabhi Mathur Gandhi, senior vice-president and co-founder of TeamLease Services, said, "Popular 
practices like Feng Shui or Vaastu are being discreetly incorporated by all and sundry. Good luck 
charms like the laughing Buddha, the musical fountain, frog, tortoise or even the simple bamboo shoot 
stand out strikingly at most work places today; and an acceptance of these beliefs across the board has 
made it non-conflictive." 

Tina Vas, vice-president Global HR at technology firm Collabera, told Tol that the findings of the 
survey aren't the least bit surprising. "Given that India (even Asia for that matter) is a land of many 
cultures and ethnicities and people closely follow traditional practices and beliefs, a lot of us find solace 
in superstition." Vas added that her company doesn't prohibit employees from placing lucky charms or 
objects on their desks as long as they aren't offensive, don't cause any inconvenience and are in line 
with the office decorum. "If employees believe such a practice will help them excel at work, we have no 
qualms about it," she said. 

Management consultant Surendra Deshmukh said its not just employees but even companies 
that follow many practices which would look superstitious. "Right from choosing the office and drawing 
the layout and designing the seating arrangement, an upper hand is given to the beliefs the top 
management holds about the building. Even submission of business proposals or application for loan 
from a bank is done according to auspicious timings," he said. 

Courtesy. TNN | Nov 25,2012 


The Pope drops Catholic ban on condoms in historic shift 

Jonathan Wynne-Jones 

After decades of fierce opposition to the use of all contraception, the Pontiff has ended the 
Church’s absolute ban on the use of condoms. He said it was acceptable to use a prophylactic when the 
sole intention was to “reduce the risk of infection” from AIDs. 

While he restated the Catholic Church’s staunch objections to contraception because it believes 
that it interferes with the creation of life, he argued that using a condom to preserve life and avoid death 
could be a responsible act - even outside marriage. Asked whether “the Catholic Church is not 
fundamentally against the use of condoms,” he replied: “It of course does not see it as a real and moral 
solution. In certain cases, where the intention is to reduce the risk of infection, it can nevertheless be a 
first step on the way to another, more humane sexuality.” 

He stressed that abstinence was the best policy in fighting the disease but in some 
circumstances it was better for a condom to be used if it protected human life. “There may be justified 
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individual cases, for example when a male prostitute uses a condom, where this can be ... a first bit of 
responsibility, to redevelop the understanding that not everything is permitted and that one may not do 
everything one wishes. “But it is not the proper way to deal with the horror of HIV infection.” 

The announcement is in a book to be published by the Vatican this week based on the first 
face-to-face interview given by a pope. 

In the interview, he admits he was stunned by the sex abuse scandal that has engulfed the 
Catholic Church and raises the possibility of the circumstances under which he would consider resigning. 
The 83-year-old Pontiff says in passages published exclusively in The Sunday Telegraph today that he 
is aware his “forces are diminishing”. However, he appears determined to fight for the place of faith in 
the public domain. 

His language in attacking the use of recreational drugs in the West and its impact on the rest of 
the world is particularly striking. He describes drug trafficking as an “evil monster” that stems from the 
“boredom and the false freedom of the Western world”. Most significant, however, are his comments on 
condoms, which represent the first official relaxation in the Church’s attitude on the issue after rising 
calls for the Vatican to adopt a more practical approach to stopping the spread of HIV. 

The Pope’s ruling is aimed specifically at stopping people infecting their partners, particularly in 
Africa where the disease is most prevalent. However, it will inevitably be seized upon by liberal 
Catholics in Britain who oppose the Church’s stance against contraception. High profile Catholics such 
as Cherie Blair have stated publicly that they use birth control. 

The Pope’s comments are surprising because he caused controversy last year by suggesting 
that condom use could actually worsen the problem of Aids in Africa. He described the epidemic in the 
continent as “a tragedy that cannot be overcome by money alone, that cannot be overcome through the 
distribution of condoms, which even aggravates the problems”. 

The Vatican amended an official version of the remarks to indicate that he said merely that 
condoms “risk” aggravating the problem. However, there have been growing calls for the Church to 
clarify its position. Theologians suggest that condoms are not a contraceptive if they are intended to 
prevent death rather than avoid life. 

The Pope’s comments in the book. Light of the World, are likely to be welcomed by Catholic 
leaders in the West who have struggled to explain its current teaching. Asked last year whether a 
married Catholic couple should use condoms where one of them had Aids, Archbishop Vincent Nichols, 
head of the Church in England and Wales, disclosed the confusion over the issue. “Obviously that’s a 
sensitive point and obviously there are different views on that,” he said. 

Hardline Catholics are likely to be surprised and dismayed by the Pope’s comments as they 
argue that condoms can be used only as contraceptives. There has been great anticipation before the 
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book’s release, heightened by its author, Peter Seewald, who said in a teasing comment that it could be 
“a big sensation”. 

“It is the first time that a Pope gives an account of himself in this form,” he said. 

“It is the first personal interview with a pope in the Church’s history.” 

The Pope gives his most personal account of the distress caused to him by the clerical sex 
abuse scandal, with particular reference to Germany and Ireland. 

He says: “It was really almost like the crater of a volcano, out of which suddenly a tremendous 
cloud of filth came, darkening and soiling everything, so that above all the priesthood suddenly seemed 
to be a place of shame and every priest was under the suspicion of being one like that too.” He did not 
consider resigning over the crisis but does raise the possibility of a pope resigning if he were to lose his 
mental capacities. 

“If a Pope clearly realises that he is no longer physically, psychologically, and spiritually capable of 
handling the duties of his office, then he has a right and, under some circumstances, also an obligation 
to resign.” He tells of the last time he saw Pope John Paul II, his predecessor; talks of his reluctance to 
be Pontiff; and speaks of his increasing frailty. 

“I had been so sure that this office was not my calling, but that God would now grant me some peace 
and quiet after strenuous years,” he says. While the Pope stresses the importance of dialogue with 
Islam, he nevertheless says the religion needs to “clarify ... its relation to violence” and suggests it can 
be intolerant. 

The Pontiff is highly critical of the “craving for happiness” in the West. 

“I believe we do not always have an adequate idea of the power of this serpent of drug trafficking and 
consumption that spans the globe,” he says. 

“It destroys youth, it destroys families, it leads to violence and endangers the future of entire nations. 
“This, too, is one of the terrible responsibilities of the West: that it uses drugs and that it thereby creates 
countries that have to supply it, which in the end exhausts and destroys them.” 

He continues: “A craving for happiness has developed that cannot content itself with things as they are.” 
Talking about sex tourism, he says: “The destructive processes at work in that are extraordinary and are 
born from the arrogance and the boredom and the false freedom of the Western world.” 



Thought & Action 


Jan - Mar 2013 


Publication of book 
"Superstition: A Rational Discourse" 


Hemant Parab 

There is a thin line between faith and blind faith; the latter gives rise to superstition. In a country 
like India we are exposed to superstitions right from our childhood. But, there is a need to have rational 
thinking and scientific reasoning. 

Catering to such issues is the book titled, ‘Superstition: A Rational Discourse’, originally written 
in Marathi by Yadneshwar Nigale. The English version was recently released by Ms Shantabai Ranade, 
president NFIW, Maharashtra, Adv Amrut Kansar and social activist, Sumantai Oak, who has translated 
this book, at Sanskruti Bhavan, Panaji. 

Ms Shantabai Ranade in her address mentioned that due to globalisation there is economic 
growth and fall in morals and values among individuals. “When we have morals, it makes us strong and 
when we do not have it we lack a base and thus fall prey to superstitions. We should have faith in our 
intellect. Also I believe that we should encourage youth to read this book and hold more discussions 
about this book,” she stated. 

Sumantai Oak expressed her satisfaction regarding the translation. 

Freedom fighter, Nagesh Karmali maintained that our society is still soaked in superstition. Fie 
said that he was lucky enough to realise this during the freedom movement. “When I was in jail during 
the Portuguese rule I happen to meet some Marxist people. So, it helped to change my mindset. Thus, I 
got freedom from Portuguese and also from superstition,” he said. Fie also commented that this 
movement against superstition is restricted to a limited place and there is need to take it forward. Fie 
also vouched to have a scientific mindset. 

Raju Nayak, in his address said that it is a good move to bring this book in English as English 
speaking people need it more. 

Similar thought was expressed by writer, Arjun Parab who added that educated people are 
getting themselves fooled by following superstitious beliefs. 

Prior to it, publisher of the book, Ramesh Kolwalkar informed that the original book was written 
four years ago and is now being translated as there are now more people interested in reading it. 


Courtesy: Navin Times, Panjim 
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Why People Believe Conspiracy Theories 


Why people who believe in one conspiracy are prone to believe others? 

On Wednesday, May 16, I spent several hours on a hot bus in a neon desert called Las Vegas with a 
merry band of British conspiracists during their journey around the Southwest in search of UFOs, aliens. 
Area 51 and government cover-ups, all for a BBC documentary. One woman regaled me with a tale 
about orange balls of energy hovering around her car on Interstate 405 in California, which were 
subsequently chased away by black ops helicopters. A man challenged me to explain the source of a 
green laser beam that followed him around the English countryside one evening. 

Conspiracies are a perennial favorite for television producers because there is always a 
receptive audience. A recent Canadian Broadcasting Corporation documentary that I participated in 
called Conspiracy Rising, for example, featured theories behind the deaths of JFK and Princess Diana, 
UFCs, Area 51 and 9/11, as if there were a common thread running throughout. According to radio host 
and conspiracy monger Alex Jones, also appearing in the film, “The military-industrial complex killed 
John F. Kennedy” and “I can prove that there's a private banking cartel setting up a world government 
because they admit they are” and “No matter how you look at 9/11 there was no Islamic terrorist 
connection—the hijackers were clearly U.S. government assets who were set up as patsies like Lee 
Flarvey Cswald.” 

Such examples, along with others in my years on the conspiracy beat, are emblematic of a 
trend I have detected that people who believe in one such theory tend to believe in many other equally 
improbable and often contradictory cabals. This observation has recently been confirmed empirically by 
University of Kent psychologists Michael J. Wood, Karen M. Douglas and Robbie M. Sutton in a paper 
entitled “Dead and Alive: Beliefs in Contradictory Conspiracy Theories,” published in the journal Social 
Psychological and Personality Science this past January. The authors begin by defining a conspiracy 
theory as “a proposed plot by powerful people or organizations working together in secret to accomplish 
some (usually sinister) goal” that is “notoriously resistant to falsification ... with new layers of conspiracy 
being added to rationalize each new piece of disconfirming evidence.” Once you believe that “one 
massive, sinister conspiracy could be successfully executed in near-perfect secrecy, [it] suggests that 
many such plots are possible.” With this cabalistic paradigm in place, conspiracies can become “the 
default explanation for any given event—a unitary, closed-off worldview in which beliefs come together 
in a mutually supportive network known as a monological belief system.” 
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This monological belief system explains the significant correlations between different conspiracy 
theories in the study. For example, “a belief that a rogue cell of MI6 was responsible for [Princess] 
Diana's death was correlated with belief in theories that HIV was created in a laboratory ... that the 
moon landing was a hoax ... and that governments are covering up the existence of aliens.” The effect 
continues even when the conspiracies contradict one another: the more participants believed that Diana 
faked her own death, the more they believed that she was murdered. 

The authors suggest there is a higher-order process at work that they call global coherence that 
overrules local contradictions: “Someone who believes in a significant number of conspiracy theories 
would naturally begin to see authorities as fundamentally deceptive, and new conspiracy theories would 
seem more plausible in light of that belief.” Moreover, “conspiracy advocates' distrust of official 
narratives may be so strong that many alternative theories are simultaneously endorsed in spite of any 
contradictions between them.” Thus, they assert, “the more that participants believe that a person at the 
centre of a death-related conspiracy theory, such as Princess Diana or Osama [bin] Laden, is still alive, 
the more they also tend to believe that the same person was killed, so long as the alleged manner of 
death involves deception by officialdom. 

As Alex Jones proclaimed in Conspiracy Rising: “No one is safe, do you understand that? Pure 
evil is running wild everywhere at the highest levels.” 

On his lnfowars.com Web site, Jones headlines his page with “Because There Is a War on for 
Your Mind.” True enough, which is why science and reason must always prevail over fear and 
irrationality, and conspiracy mongering traffics in the latter at the expense of the former. 

Courtesy: Scientific American 


Forgotten Legacy of Gopal Ganesh Agarkar 

Prabhakar Nanawaty 

The name of Gopal Ganesh Agarkar (1856 - 95) is almost synonym to rationalism, secularism 
and social reformation in true sense, at least among Marathi speaking people. Maharashtra witnessed a 
sort of renaissance in 19th century where stalwarts like Jotiba Phule, Dhondo Karve, Agarkar, 
Lokhitwadi etc tried their best to mould the hibernated society deeply sunk into superstitions, traditions 
and rituals to accept modern thoughts and materialism. Agarkar was in forefront to bring this to the 
notice of the then society. Utilitarial and skeptical writings of 18th and 19th century Western thinkers 
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like JS Mill, Herbrt Spencer, Thomas Huxley etc had a great influence on Agarkar's thinking. In fact he 
fought single handedly to bring some sense in the society. 

According to Agarkar education, not just formal but also Lokshikshan holds bay in the 
advancement of life. Throughout his short span of life, till his untimely death at the age of 39 years, he 
followed the principle to argue, cherish virtuous examples, bring up the youth in the habit of right opinion 
and right motive, shape the social arrangements so as to stimulate the best part of the character. 

It is quite disheartening to note that even after 110 years, the relevance of Agarkar's life and 
teachings are questioned. He was the one person who believed that social good presupposes a living 
thus changing society. If the society does not keep itself in time with the modern ideas based on 
rationality and equality, inevitably to people at large, whose minds are not matured enough to accept 
any new propositions. To convince this aspect to larger section of society, we need to explain the 
unscientific essence, the irrational conceptual basis of religions in general and Hinduism in particular. 
The cults and casteism exert almost universal sway over the minds of the people crippling their creative 
energy, initiative and truth detecting power. An appropriate ideological attack on them needs to be 
evolved and their weight among the people needs to be diminished. 

We as a responsible member of the society should not merely refute error, expose reaction and 
propagate scientific views but also fight for elimination of the social environs where error can thrive and 
superstitious spread and for the creation of a new social environs which will make it easy for the people 
to imbibe scientific culture. While doing so there will be some conflict with those who benefit by the 
present chaotic social system. They are in fact ready to finance and encourage the spread of irrational 
ideas among gullible people who then turn hostile to social reforms. The spread of the scientific culture 
when it reaches out to the people, can give them a rational focus of change which then would sweep 
away everything. 

It appears that the present society did not bother about this great legacy of social reformation 
bestowed upon us by Agarkar. We as rationalists or those who are interested in social reformations 
have greater responsibility to remind the forgotten principles followed by Agarkar and mould this society 
as dreamt by Agarkar. 

We need not go into nuts and bolts of the argument like whether political reformation should 
precede the social reformation or vice versa. Now is the time to take holistic approach which should 
include political, social, economical, and environmental issues that are demeaning the society. The 
reactionary forces in the society are taking the advantages of weakness of right minded people and non 
availability of leaders to come forward and to take up the challenge. The reformation movement is 
practically dead and reactionary forces are promoting irrationalism and are able to catch them young 
whereas the weak and timid rational movement is preaching to the converted in vain. Abstract 
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criticism of religion, existence of God, superstitions or Godmen cult, in general, though some extent is 
necessary, will remain incomprehensible to laymen. The rationalists have to expose among people not 
religion and superstition in general but as applicable in the present Indian society. So the task of the 
rationalists is not limited to the exposure of the mechanism of particular type superstition or irrationality 
or the methods adopted to fool the gullible people. They have to strive for the removal of those social 
conditions which serve as a fertile breeding ground for irrational modes of thought and action. They 
should recognize superstition as symptom of the disease pervading the social organism. As such while 
treating this symptom, they should attack the very social conditions which predispose people to develop 
irrational moods and attitudes and surrender their mind to the propaganda of mysticism and other 
reactionary ideas. 

If one has the patience to go through the biographical events and the struggles faced by 
Agarkar in his life time, one will certainly feel that Agarkar or personalities like him should have been 
there in the present time to speak and act fearlessly against the antisocial behavior of the democratic 
institutions, pseudo intellectuals, elites, and new breed of so called social reformers. 


MANS lobbies for anti-superstition bill 


Chaitraly Deshmukh 

The Maharashtra Andhashraddha Nirmulan Samiti (MANS) recently helped nab five con artists 
from Chakan and Khed areas for allegedly duping people under the pretext of miracle cures. The 
suspects were arrested by the police under the Drugs and Magic Remedies. (Objectionable 
Advertisements) Act, 1954. Being an industrial area, Chakan sees a lot of blue collared workers who 
easily fall prey to such cons. 

Dr Narendra Dabholkar, founder-president of MANS, said, “There are many people who fall 
prey to such cons, but very few approach the police. The current Act is not very strong and the 
offenders serve only six months to 3 years in prison. We appeal to the citizens to be part of the 
campaign for the anti-superstition bill. People have a lot dreams and they fall prey to such con artists 
who claim to have supernatural powers. These are all tactics of making easy money. We think that the 
bill will create awareness in society about this problem.” 

Milind Deshmukh, chief secretary of MANS, said, “In most cases, even the police are not aware 
of the laws and Acts to deal with these issues. They usually file these cases under cheating. There is a 
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lack of awareness among people as well as the police machinery.” He also said that the number of 
victims were more from urban areas than rural areas. 

Courtesy. DMA 
Published Date: Oct 22,2012 


Nirmal Baba restrained 
from giving 'absurd' soiutions to discipies 

Harish V Nair 

Self-styled controversial godman Nirmal Baba was on Friday prevented by the Delhi 
High Court from giving any kind of "absurd" or Illogical solutions based on superstition In future. 
This was a pre-condition set by justice Kallash Gambhir on the godman while restraining a 
vernacular media portal—bhadas4medla from carrying defamatory articles about him. This 
came on a defamation case filed by the godman against the portal. 

"The portal Is restrained from publishing or hosting any defamatory material against the 
petitioner subject to the condition that the petitioner also restrains from giving any kind of absurd 
or Illogical solutions to his disciples", said the judge. The court said the godman should confine 
his discourses only to such kind of teachings through which the "life of common man can 
Improve". 

The godman. In his plea, alleged that around 80 defamatory articles have been posted 
on the website. The court said the "godman cannot expect the media to be a silent spectator and 
to allow such a person to exploit the sentiments of the people who In their Innocence would 
easily believe In whatever such babas tell their disciples to do" 

"One cannot be oblivious of the fact that the people who approach these Babas are In 
search of easy solutions to their agonies be It relating to health, poverty, unemployment, 
disharmony In the family etc and there Is no dearth of such people not only In our country but In 
the whole world falling Into the traps of the Babas and Sadhus", said the court. 

Courtesy. Hindustan Times 
New Delhi, September 14,2012 
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Beating Irrationality, Inequality and Fear 


I feel greatly privileged In being asked to deliver 
the fourth Premanand Memorial lecture. I have 
had the privilege of knowing Premanand from 
the eighties when I was In CCMB. I have had 
the pleasure of Interacting with him on several 
occasions In the Intervening years. The last I 
spoke to him was In mld-2009 when I received 
a surprise call from him, a few weeks before he 
passed away. I still remember his zest for life 
and the complete absence of remorse, regret or 
self pity. He was going through a great deal of 
pain and suffering but he still managed to keep 
his smile and laughter and his characteristic 
llght-heartedness. The most admirable qualities 
of Premanand were his tremendous courage, 
openness, brutal frankness, and his relentless 
fight against Irrationality. He has been an 
Inspiration for many like me and that Is why I 
am especially privileged to be here today. 

Until recently, free thinkers like us viewed 
Irrationality, blind belief, and the lack of 
scientific temper as something that promotes 
superstition and obscurantism, and also comes 
In the way of Individual and collective 
development. Freethinkers like Premanand 
propagated quite passionately that blind faith 
has been the bedrock of exploitation by 
charlatans, godmen and priests In all religions. 
We have known all along how obscurantism 
can not only lead to wasteful expenditure but 
also endanger lives. We have known that 
meaningless religious rituals have an Inherent 
gender bias, that lack of rationality makes us 
accept Injustice, and also that It makes us 
fatalistic. Belief In supernatural power and the 
belief In divine protection give us an Illusion of 
protection and prevent us from being proactive 
In governing our lives. That Irrationality and 
self-reliance cannot go hand In hand. In other 
words the absence of rationality can seriously 
hamper one’s growth and realizing one’s true 
potential. We were clear about the harm 
Irrationality can do to society, but even so I am 
beginning to realize that perhaps we did not 
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fathom the extent to which Irrationality has 
damaged the fabric of our society. Let me give 
a few examples. 

Look at the damage we do to our environment. 
We Immerse our gods and goddesses In 
natural water bodies demonstrating a complete 
disregard for the environment. Idols made from 
materials that are non-blodegradable and are 
coated with chemical paints leach cadmium, 
mercury and lead In the water, threatening 
every life-form that depends on It. In the din 
created by all religions, the voice of reason 
from freethinkers Is hardly ever heard. 

The communal lines, on which our society Is 
divided, fuelled by caste-based and communal 
politics shows how polarized our society Is 
getting on religious grounds. Rising religiosity 
with Its frenzied festivals Is not only reducing 
tolerance but also lessening regard for the 
freedom of people of other faiths and the 
faithless. Thus loudspeakers blaring azaans 
from mosques or chants from temples, 
encroachment of public spaces, a heightened 
sensitivity to any form of criticism that often 
gives way to aggression, and violation of 
private spaces, are only some of the fallouts of 
a mindless display by organized religion. 

Look at the way myth Is passed off as history, 
be It Rama’s place of birth or the bridge built by 
monkeys. Right now, the historical Charmlnar In 
Hyderabad Is under threat from communal 
politics. A temple allowed to be built In the 
historic monument only a few decades ago Is 
threatening to usurp the historicity of the 
monument Itself. We haven’t forgotten Ayodhya. 
Temples, churches and mosques are allowed 
to grow from moles to mountains In the middle 
of the road like cancerous tumours, choking the 
flow traffic. No one dares apply laws that are 
supposed to govern each of us to such 
structures. We have let the nation go too far, 
from hate speeches to pogroms. 
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The gruesome rape in Delhi last December 
shook the nation. Rapes have been happening 
for a long time. Rapes have continued in every 
part of the country in spite of the nation’s fury. 
This incident is a clarion call to the fact that 
violence against women in our society has 
reached enormous proportions. Dalit women 
being regularly raped by upper caste men go 
unreported. Rape, domestic violence, violation 
of women’s rights, highly discriminatory 
practices against women, female infanticide, 
female foeticide are just some weapons our 
society uses against women. What can be the 
future of a society that unleashes such violence 
against 50 percent of its population? And 
where does all this prejudice arrogance and 
violence stem from? From irrationality. It is 
deeply etched in our minds that women, the 
lesser beings were made by god to serve men. 

It is time that we take a hard look at our culture. 
We need to see what goes on in our homes 
and schools that leads to a mind-set where bias, 
prejudice, and violence become natural fallout. 
Irrationality forms the sheet anchor of bias, 
prejudice, hate and violence. It is in that space 
that the task of freethinkers must go on with 
strategic and renewed enthusiasm. 

It is fashionable today to romanticize every 
aspect of Indian culture. Jingoistic elements in 
our country are highly intolerant to any critical 
evaluation of our culture. No doubt that India’s 
ancient culture has innumerable aspects that 
make us justifiably proud and sets us apart 
from the rest of the world. Yet there are many 
aspects of our culture that come in the way of 
our individual and collective progress. Unless 
we are prepared to change our mindset, which 
is dictated by the culture in which we grow up, 
there is really no hope for a violence-free, 
prejudice-free, equal society that would allow 
an individual to realize his or her potential. One 
of the basic criteria for progress is change. 
Without change there can be no progress, there 
can be only stagnation. 

Why is our nation soaked in irrationality, 
irrespective of class or level of education? 
Scientists who are expected to be the beacon 


of rationality, fail us the most. People who are 
privileged with everything from wealth and fame 
to power and position to make them secure, are 
the ones who generally exhibit the greatest 
level of irrationality. 

Bringing up chiidren 

First, look at the way we bring up our children. 
Questioning is discouraged among children 
both at home and in schools. Children who 
question are labeled as naughty or precocious 
by both parents and teachers. A questioning 
child is first and foremost seen as a trouble¬ 
maker. So silencing the child is the first option 
parents and teachers resort to. Curiosity is built 
in our genes and that is why even toddlers are 
curious about everything that surrounds them. 
We forget that it is curiosity that has taken the 
human race to where it is today. And it is that 
curiosity that is nipped in the bud in most 
homes and schools. In fact, by and large, in our 
educational institutions, while we are willing to 
patronize those who do not question, there is 
virtually no nurturing of independent thinking. It 
is not just the inconvenience of furnishing 
logical answers to questions asked but also the 
reluctance to revisit what is being questioned 
when logical answers are not available. A 
strong emphasis on unquestioned acceptance 
in contemporary society, especially if it comes 
from any kind of authoritative position, be it age, 
power or position, has become a bane of our 
society. 

It is, therefore not surprising that very few ever 
ask (if one were a Flindu) as to why one’s 
mother is required to change her whole lifestyle 
from what she eats to how she dresses or how 
she interacts socially when one’s father passes 
away. Why is a widow prescribed a code of 
conduct - ostensibly to keep her carnal desires 
under check, while a widower is free to bring 
home another bride soon after he lights the 
pyre of his dead wife? 

Similarly, in every religion, age-old, irrelevant, 
irrational customs, rituals, and traditional 
practices not only go unquestioned but are 
perpetrated from one generation to the next. 
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Obedience is a quality that is oversold in our 
culture. Children in our society, by and large, 
face violence in their homes and schools. In the 
name of strict discipline and extracting 
obedience, both parents and teachers resort to 
violence. Corporal punishment is banned only 
on paper but is prevalent everywhere. Not only 
that most parents also see nothing wrong in a 
teacher resorting to the cane. Appealing to the 
child’s sense of reason is completely lacking, 
forget about evaluating the unfair and 
sometimes unreasonable expectations of 
parents and teachers. Consequently, we learn 
only to toe the line or blindly follow what is told. 
It makes one docile and automatically 
discourages dissent and rebellion of any kind. 

An undue emphasis on respect for elders often 
translates into our inability to stand up to age or 
authority of any kind, be it religious, 
professional or whatever else. We can’t deal 
with dissent whether it is within families or in 
institutions. We cannot even deal with criticism. 

Children who grow up facing violence, grow up 
with the belief that violence yields results and 
one should not hesitate using it. It is just 
another way of wielding power. Children who 
grow up facing violence will indeed become 
violent human beings. 

We also know that no one in the world has ever 
achieved anything great without questioning or 
rebelling. 

What does religion do to believers? 

All religions propagate dependence on 
supernatural forces which is an antithesis to 
self-reliance. Cn the other hand, the basic 
premise of scientific temper to which all atheists 
adhere, is the non-existence of supernatural 
powers that can be ordered to serve humans, 
which means that all problems can and must be 
faced in terms of one’s moral and intellectual 
resources. The mistaken belief that an 
omnipresent and omnipotent god is our savior, 
ever-willing to protect us, takes away the will to 
be self-reliant or bold. It gives one the illusion of 
being protected and makes one complacent. 


All religions promote fatalism, by convincing 
followers that everything in the world is pre¬ 
ordained and is a part of a grand design. Cur 
joys, sorrows, trials, tribulations, victories and 
everything else is decided by God, as all the 
mushrooming religious television channels 
spout day in and day out. Cne is constantly 
taught that one is not responsible for one’s 
deeds. God is responsible. If “what has to 
happen will happen”, why on earth would 
anyone even try to do anything at all? Why 
would one want to take responsibility for 
oneself if one believes that a so-called power 
willingly creates problems, provides solutions 
and everything else and also acts as a guide? 

The clergy of every religion propagate that all 
wisdom and knowledge known to mankind is 
written in their holy books or ancient scriptures. 
Religions, therefore, encourage followers to be 
backward-looking instead of forward-looking. 
Science, on the other hand, which atheists 
have no problem in accepting, is forward- 
looking. Scientific temper implies recognition of 
the fact that knowledge often progresses by 
disproving earlier ideas, beliefs, theories and 
laws. It considers knowledge as open-ended 
and ever-evolving. 

Religions never encourage questioning since 
any application of logic or rationality would 
make the entire edifice of religion crumble like a 
pack of cards. This is contrary to what happens 
in science. One of the most important attributes 
of science is the right to question. Knowledge 
advances and science progresses because 
people exercise their right to question. 

Fear 

Instilling fear of retribution is a part of every 
religion. The clergy, irrespective of religion, 
exploit believers by a self-proclaimed closeness 
to god and by claiming knowledge of how to 
appease gods, through which a sinner can 
escape imminent punishment. That is where 
bribery comes in. Wrong-doers and those 
looking for out of turn rewards, begin to bribe 
gods in anticipation. The rich give god cash or 
gold and diamond crowns, but not a penny to 
the needy, since only god can give him favours. 


4 



Thought & Action 


Apr-Jun 2013 


which no needy person can give. Pay-offs are 
meant only for gods, so that the cycle of sinning 
and being let off can go on. Indians go abroad 
and build temples only to keep almighty on the 
right side. Non-resident Indians send money to 
India for temples, mosques and churches. 
When did anyone last hear of rich non-resident 
Indians giving money for educational 
institutions or hospitals? According to laws of 
every country, all gods should be in prison as 
they are the largest recipients of bribe. Indians 
take it a step further - they believe that if god 
accepts money for doing favours, there is 
nothing wrong in their doing it. That is why 
Indians are so easily corruptible. Our habit of 
placating god for personal benefits gets 
naturally extended to placating the rich and the 
powerful. In a country like India where laws are 
lax, and justice is delayed and denied, as long 
as religions continue to hold a sway over 
people by providing them escape routes 
through confessions or bathing in holy rivers or 
other ritualistic appeasements, immoral, 
unethical and illegal practices will continue to 
thrive. True character is built not out of fear of 
god but out of accountability to one’s own 
conscience - a conscience that relies on 
reason. 

All these factors work against building 
confidence and conviction, or increasing one’s 
knowledge, or acquiring a fearless and 
questioning attitude, or nurturing the capacity 
and willingness to understand and analyse 
issues which are essential ingredients for being 
bold. 

Being human 

One of the most essential conditions of being 
human is to recognise another individual as a 
human - no more, no less - which implies that 
there be no discrimination whatsoever, be it 
based on colour, race, religion, caste, creed, 
language, gender or circumstances of 
birth. While discrimination of any kind is 
unacceptable in a civilized society, it is 
important to know how to make a distinction. All 
humans are not born equal in terms of abilities 
and potential, and distinction allows one to 


differentiate between bad, good, better and 
best. 

Kindness, compassion and altruism are other 
essentials of being human. All humans are born 
with these qualities, which have given humans 
an evolutionary advantage. But it is social 
conditioning and dictates of religion that very 
often lead to aberrant behavior. When a mother 
or a loved one cries, a toddler who still hasn’t 
learnt to stand erect tries its best to assuage 
him or her, since kindness and compassion is a 
natural phenomenon. When someone drowns, 
it is human instinct that pushes another human 
to endanger one’s life and save the other; one 
does not wait to check the religion of the one 
who is drowning before attempting to save him 
or her. 

In spite of our natural propensity to such human 
qualities, what happens in reality is quite the 
opposite. We live in a society that constantly 
discriminates based on the colour of our skin, 
the language we speak, the religion, caste or 
creed we belong to, not to mention one’s 
gender. Naturally, these are also the basis on 
which we seek our identity. Discrimination and 
such identity-seeking make us all a highly 
divided lot. 

Religion divides people by strengthening 
narrow identity-seeking behaviours. All major 
wars through history have been instigated by 
religion. Believers argue that religions 
propagate moral values. This is not entirely true 
as every religion has two aspects to it, the 
moral and the dogma. All religions preach the 
same as far as the moral aspect goes, which 
we have no quarrel with. In fact, religion is not 
necessary to inculcate the right values. It is the 
dogma of a religion that forms the backbone of 
a religion and sets it apart from others by giving 
it a distinct identity. This is precisely what 
divides humans along the lines of their belief 
systems which are not based on logic and 
reason. 

Science, the guiding light of atheists, on the 
other hand, is truly international, uniting people 
across borders, races and religions. Scientists 
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around the world use the same method, that is, 
the method of science, employ the same 
techniques, use the same materials, and 
publish in the same journals. 

Being human requires the inculcation of an 
attitude that people can live an honest and 
meaningful life without following a religious 
creed. It also requires that one recognizes that 
the need for moral action is for the welfare of 
humanity and not for fulfilling the will of god. 

Equality 

We would like to live in a world where there are 
equal opportunities for all, irrespective of the 
circumstances of one’s birth, where every 
citizen enjoys equal rights and is expected to 
discharge equal responsibilities. While equal 
rights and responsibilities are enshrined in our 
Constitution, what happens in reality is far from 
equal. As far as equal opportunities go, despite 
65 years of independence, our country is far 
from its goal of providing equal opportunities to 
all its citizens. 

The recent Right to Education (RTE) Act, which 
ostensibly attempts to make quality education 
accessible to all is touted as one of the major 
achievements of the present government. The 
RTE bill provides for a certain percentage of 
seats to be reserved in all private schools for 
the unprivileged that will be given a voucher by 
the government. It was a foregone conclusion 
that this bill will achieve little in universalizing 
education. As an example of how strongly 
rooted discrimination is in our society, let’s take 
the example of what happened in a private 
school in southern India after the RTE was 
implemented. The school took in such students 
but insisted on their hair being chopped in a 
certain way to easily distinguish them from the 
rest of the regular students who came from a 
rich background. Other schools have deployed 
a separate area to keep such discrimination 
going. If the government truly wishes to make 
education accessible to the poorest of the poor, 
the only way it could do so is to make 
neighbourhood schooling compulsory for all. 


Ours is a nation of unequals. Being a feudal 
society, Indians have made inequality a part of 
their culture. We are so attuned to inequality 
that we not only accept it without a whimper, we 
also no longer strive for equality. 

Women accept that they are not equals of men. 
Men are taught to behave as superiors. We 
bring up our children accordingly and the idea 
and practice of equality is perpetrated from 
generation to generation. A linguistically divided 
nation, each region considers its language and 
culture superior to the rest. 

We believe that Brahmins have the best genes, 
Dalits have the worst genes. There is 
absolutely no truth in this belief. Fair-skinned 
people think they are superior to dark skinned 
people. The rich believe they are better than 
the poor. The urban think they deserve more 
than the rural. We think that fair skin is better 
and more deserving than dark skin. The whites 
show tremendous superiority complex for no 
reason at all. 

Except for friends of the same age, our social 
relations are essentially hierarchical. We don’t 
usually establish equal relationships. The 
minute one addresses someone as anna (elder 
brother) or akka (elder sister) it takes away 
one’s moral right to defy or say anything 
contrary to the person lest it shows disrespect. 
Adults talk down to younger people. The young 
are taught not to talk back to adults. Forging 
equal relationships across age and gender 
barriers does not come easily to us. 

As regards rights, there are numerous 
instances of the rich and the powerful who think 
that they are more equal than the rest. 
Politicians, celebrities, and VIPs behave as if 
they have more rights than the common people. 
Thus a rich youngster in a drunken stupor can 
run-over pavement dwellers in the dead of night 
and expect not to be punished, or politicians, 
bureaucrats and industrialists caught looting the 
country through an unholy nexus, expect to be 
treated better than petty thieves and ordinary 
criminals in jail. 
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As far as obligations go, it is often among the 
rich and the powerful that one would find those 
who assume a freedom from all obligations to 
the country or society. The poor and the lowly 
employed would think twice before breaking 
rules or evading taxes. It is the rich who do that. 
Religion by definition is unequal and therefore 
cannot ever endorse equality. Each religion 
claims to be the best. Therefore, Hindus, 
Christians, Muslims, Jains, Sikhs and so on 
believe that no other religion equals them. Their 
god, their religion, their religious books and 
their clergy are the best. Thus a Christian is 
taught to believe that there can be no better 
human being than a good Christian; those who 
follow Islam believe that those who don’t follow 
their faith are infidels; and Hindus think theirs is 
the best religion. Seeds of conflict are sown 
right there. Besides, there are inequalities 
within each religion: Hindus have the caste 
system; Muslims too are dividing hierarchically 
much in the same manner, and the Christians 
have countless denominations. 

As far as women are concerned, they have 
been at the receiving end of the worst form of 
discrimination mandated by all religions through 
the ages. All religious rituals, practices and 
traditions have been designed to be 
discriminatory and suppressive. Take, for 
instance, the tradition of karva chauth - a 
practice in north India of married women fasting 
for the well-being of their husbands and other 
similar practices. Apart from there being no 
logic in this practice, it is important to recognize 
that it is only women who are expected to follow 
meaningless rituals in the name of devotion and 
protection of the husband: the reverse is never 
mandated. Is there one practice or a ritual or a 
fast that men keep for the well-being of their 
wives? A woman is expected to display a mark 
of marriage, like sindur or mangalsutra, to 
signify to the world that she is taken, never a 
man. 

In fact, when it comes to women, religions 
diligently pay a heavy lip service to women. 
Devout Hindus argue that their religion confers 
a special place to women as evidenced by the 
qualities bestowed on their goddesses, for 


instance, for wealth they worship Lakshmi; for 
education they worship Saraswati; for power, 
Durga; and for rage. Kali. So all the clout 
seems to be with the goddesses, while the 
gods are like ministers without portfolio! 

Let us see what happens in practice. Women 
are denied freedom or independence of any 
kind. According to Manu’s diktat (the Hindu 
progenitor of mankind) which is followed till 
date, a woman is the property of her father till 
she is married, a property of the husband after 
marriage, and then the property of her son after 
the death of the husband. 

Grooms are for sale and it is becoming 
increasingly difficult to have girls married when 
there is not enough money for dowry (groom 
price). Brides are meant to be burnt if they don’t 
bring enough dowry to satiate the greed of the 
groom and his family. Therefore, a daughter 
becomes a burden who takes away wealth to 
her husband’s home. Consequently, there is a 
premium on the male child. The obsession for 
the male child is driving little girls out of our 
world, either soon after birth when they are 
stifled or right in their mother’s womb before 
they see the world. The bias against the girl 
child has reached such proportions that in 
several states in India the ratio of boys to girls 
in the population is so skewed that there simply 
aren’t enough girls available for marriage. 
Several states like Punjab and Haryana where 
female foeticide is rampant have started 
‘importing” brides from poorer states like Orissa, 
Bihar and West Bengal to take care of their 
home and their hearth and suffer indignity. Why 
don’t educated boys decline dowry? Because 
they have learnt obedience and blind 
acceptance. Why don’t girls refuse marriage 
with dowry - because they have been taught to 
accept subjugation? 

Women cannot show anger - that is reserved 
only for men who are free to express rage at 
the drop of a hat. Women are meant to be 
beaten for the most innocuous of reasons like 
not cooking a tasty meal, or perceived to be 
neglecting children, or stepping out of the 
house without permission even if it is to visit her 
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parents or siblings, or speaking to strangers. 
According to a study, in Andhra Pradesh (AP) 
21% married women face domestic violence for 
the above reasons. What is even more sad is 
about 80% women in AP agree that husbands 
are justified in beating their wives. This is 
because our girls are taught to accept all kinds 
of subjugation and remain mute, since they are 
enslaved to the men folk in their lives. Rape is 
an instrument unleashed on women who show 
courage, to teach her a lesson. Where have 
Kali or Durga gone, may I ask? While girls are 
taught to stew in the silence of shame after 
being raped or violated, boys learn how to 
aggressively get what they want, even if it 
means throwing acid on a girl who dares to 
spurn his love. 

Being employed does not automatically bring 
financial independence for women. Not only are 
all financial decisions generally taken by the 
man, he also gets to keep the money. What 
happened to Lakshmi’s portfolio? In India nine 
out of ten married women have neither freedom 
of mobility or financial freedom, nor the 
independence to take any major decision of the 
household including her own healthcare. 

Girls can do without adequate nutrition and 
education, while boys must be given both. As 
for purity, chastity and fidelity like Sita, these 
Virtues” are meant only for the fairer sex. The 
men are free to indulge in any amount of 
promiscuous behavior for in his case it is not at 
all about purity as it is about virility. 

Oppression, insubordination, enslavement, 
preferential treatment or annihilation are equally 
detestable, whichever gender, race, religion, 
caste or creed it is aimed at or rooted in. 

The way forward 

Traditional culture and religious attitudes clearly 
come in the way of producing bold and human 
individuals who wish to march towards equality. 
Only those who free themselves from the above 
shackles become truly fearless, rational, human 
and equal, and we have a number of examples 
of such individuals in our country. 


A change in the mindset of men and women is 
the first requirement. Women themselves will 
have to be the change they wish to see since 
they are the ones who would nurture and 
educate future generations. If women are 
looking for sympathetic men, let me assure you 
the numbers are very small. Those kinds of 
men will have to be created and raised. And 
only a mother can do this best. Equality, like 
charity, begins at home. The day we learn to 
bring up our daughters and sons equally in 
every respect, we will be firmly on the path to 
an equal society. 

Children must be encouraged to question and 
to find answers. They are born with curiosity, 
kindness, compassion, reason and sensitivity. If 
only we would guard and nurture these qualities 
without imposing on them any dogmatic belief 
or even atheism for that matter, the chances 
are that they would naturally grow up to be 
rational and humane. Values such as honesty, 
integrity, courage, free thought, freedom, 
equality and dignity are best imparted through 
practice. Imbibing a scientific attitude from a 
very early age and employing the method of 
science to answer questions or solving 
problems will guarantee the foundations on 
which boldness and the desire to be humane 
and equal can be built. 

We will need to take a re-look at our notions of 
success, which is becoming increasingly 
equated with wealth and fame. The end has 
become important, the means unimportant. We 
seem to have forgotten that one cannot be 
happy in isolation that much of our happiness 
depends on other people’s happiness. 

Education and knowledge are important tools to 
empower any individual. It makes us aware of 
our rights and responsibilities. Science gives us 
knowledge that hits at the root of irrational 
beliefs and practices. Technology frees us from 
needless drudgery, releasing time for creative 
pursuits. Law gives statutory protection. Hence, 
education, knowledge, technology and law are 
the four pillars on which we can empower our 
future generations. 



Thought & Action 


Apr-Jun 2013 


The best tribute that we can pay to Premanand and prisoners of irrationality and customs - and 

is to carry forward his struggle to some day free enable them to march towards equality, making 

all those who are victims of inequality and fear, the world a more humane place to live in. 


Project: Khol Jadu Ka Pol 


Paranormal Powers and the Baba Jees 

Atta Ul Haq Qasmi, a prominent Urdu columnist, 
has written a piece in a national daily 
introducing a “handsome young man” named 
Professor Abdulah Bhatti who possesses 
supernatural powers. Qasmi Sahib claims to 
have experienced these powers himself and 
further gives credence to the “Professor” by 
naming two well-known media personalities, 
Hamid Mir and Javaid Chaudhry who also 
seem to be the fans. Both anchors of popular 
TV talk-shows apparently are devoutly 
impressed to the extent that they are actively 
marketing the “Baba Jee”. The description 
provided of the supernatural powers of 
Abdullah Bhatti makes him a palmist and 
astrologer however it may be unfair to limit his 
abilities to these two fields. It is possible that 
the “Professor” himself views his talents to be 
of a completely different scale or nature. 

In the discussion that ensued about the column 
on the RSOP (Rational Society Of Pakistan) 
forum, various members and the admin team of 
RSOP noted that not a single person 
throughout history has ever been able to show 
these kinds of paranormal, supernatural, or 
occult powers under proper observing 
conditions. If, however, someone like Abdullah 
Bhatti really does have such talent, which can 
also be shown in a test as well, the person 
should be celebrated and rewarded as the 
greatest benefactor of the entire human race. 

The vast majority of claimants of these powers 
make us believe that a real branch of 
knowledge, that potentially is superior to the 
knowledge achieved through the Scientific 
Method, is not given a recognition that it rightly 
deserves. It is in the interest of all, from the real 
possessor of paranormal or supernatural 
powers to the general public, that false 


claimants are exposed while true powerhouses 
of the supernatural are searched, recognised 
and rewarded. In the same spirit, RSOP uses 
the opportunity provided by Atta Ul Haq Qasmi 
and the case of Abdullah Bhatti to launch 
Project Khol Jadu Ka Pol. 

Project: Khol Jadu Ka Pol 

Under Project Paranormal, we are offering a 
legally enforceable reward of £100,000 (roughly 
equivalent to Rs 1.4 Crore), secured through a 
volunteer, to anyone who is able to show any 
kind of paranormal, supernatural, or occult 
power under proper observing conditions. We 
believe that any real processor of these powers 
will not object to be put under a test and will win 
the award and hence be useful to humanity as 
a whole. We will start by inviting Abdullah Bhatti 
to be tested and intend to document the whole 
process and the result here. 

RSOP is a small organisation run by volunteers 
and it can be appreciated that we will not be 
able to put every claimant under test. We will 
proceed by inviting selected claimants initially. 
Those more keen to prove themselves and are 
not entertained by RSOP always have the 
option open for a bigger shot at glory by 
contacting James Randy Foundation in the 
USA, who offer a $1 million reward. 

Procedures 

We have tried to keep the whole process as 
simplified as possible and here is how it will 
work; 

1) We will invite selected claimants of 
supernatural, paranormal and occult powers to 
be tested. The RSOP will want extremely 
specific details about the precise scope of the 
claimant’s ability. 
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2) Both parties will discuss and agree on testing 
ideas and what will constitute a positive result. 
Independent, agreed upon observers and 
testers will be appointed. 

3) A preliminary test will be arranged based on 
the agreed testing protocols agreed in (2). 

4) After the positive result in (3), a legally 
binding document will be prepared that will be 
enforceable in Pakistani as well as British 
courts of law. RSOP may ask for the costs to 
be fulfilled for this to be met by the claimant. 

5) A final, more through test will be arranged. 
The testing protocols agreed in (2) will remain 
the same but the final test may be longer, or 
require more conclusive results through more 
sets of the test to ensure that the preliminary 
test was not a fluke. 


6) For positive result at (5), money will be 
transferred within a reasonable time, which will 
not exceed 3 months, into the account of the 
winner. In case of a delay longer than 3 months, 
the winner will have the right to pursue the 
courts and claim interest, which will not exceed 
2% above the rate of inflation in the UK 
(because the prize money originates from 
there). 

7) All tests will be videotaped and stored and 
RSOP reserves the right to publicise any 
material produced by us in any way. The 
claimant will be asked to state, on camera, that 
the protocol is fair prior to the test and state it 
again afterward. If the claimant does not feel 
that the protocol is fair beforehand, he/she is 
not obligated to continue the test. It must be 
stressed that the agreement of the testing 
protocol must be reached before the testing 
stages. 


Courtesy: http://rati 0 nalistpk. 0 rg/p/pr 0 ject-kh 0 l-jadu-ka-p 0 l.html 


Disenchanting India: 

An Overview of Rationaiism 


Prabhakar Nanawaty 


India is not oniy a iand of reiigion, superstition and biind beiiefs, but aiso atheism, rationaiism, 
humanism, skepticism and agnostics. It is a iand of eniightenment, phiiosophicai quest for truth 
and practicai appiication of (rationaiistic) principies for common good . 


While reading above quotation, one will wonder 
whether it is really true, since we all the while 
see only the degradation of humanism and 
glorification of irrationalism all around us. 
However Johannes Quack, who is academically 
qualified in Religious Studies, Philosophy and 
Anthropology and is currently a research fellow 
at McGill University, Montreal, had 
painstakingly documented various aspects of 
rationalism as practiced in India by traveling 
length and breadth in India. During his travel he 


Dr. G. Vijayam 

met many contemporary rationalists and 
recorded their views about rationalism. In fact 
he was in search of an organization which has 
practical approach towards rationalism. By 
chance he attended a seminar of Federation of 
Rationalist Associations in India hosted by 
Maharashtra Andhashraddha Nirmoolan Samiti, 
ANS (Author however, addresses ANS as ANiS 
throughout the book) and chose ANS as his 
field work for his research thesis. While 
interviewing the rationalists in various part of 
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India and describing their views on rationalism 
in general, he spent more time with ANS 
activists to record their views in particular. The 
book, Disenchanting India: Organized 
Rationalism and Criticism of Religion in India, is 
the result of his studies, observations and 
experiences. During the ethnographic fieldwork 
on the aims and activities of ANS, he 
accompanied teams at actual sites, and 
observed critically the activities like miracle 
bursting, poster exhibitions, lectures and 
debates, street plays etc during public 
performances conducted in the villages, 
schools and colleges. 

This book is not like any other promotional 
material with gorgeous titles like Incredible 
India, Emerging India, Fascinating India Shining 
India etc . The essential content of this book is 
about the Indian rationalist, atheist, humanist, 
and freethinkers' movement. The prevailing 
rationalist movements in India are explicitly 
intent to challenge belief in supernatural powers 
of irrational efficacy as practiced by charismatic 
gurus even in this age of advanced science and 
technology. All these rationalist movements 
have aimed to show a way out of their 
enchanted - imaginative world towards a 
rational and this worldly way of life in spite of 
most of them are preoccupied with religion, 
spirituality, magic and miracles. In this 
connection the rationalists stress upon that 
there has always been rationalism and criticism 
of religion through out the historical period of 
India. The main advocates were Charvakas, 
Lokayatas, Basaveshwar, Sant Kabir, Sant 
Tukaram, Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Mahatma 
Phule, Pandita Ramabai, Agarkar, Maharshi 
Karve, Raghunath Karve, Periyar E.V. 
Ramasami, M.N. Roy, Gora, Dr. Ambedkar , 
Abraham Kovoor etc. 

In fact the content of this book is a published 
Doctorate thesis of author's research work. 
Author calls his research as 'multisited' 
ethnography. In classical research researchers 
generally limit their efforts to interviews, 
attending seminars, studying related 
documents, collecting the inputs by circulating 
the questionnaire, visiting the places and 


videotaping etc. But this researcher in addition 
to these methodologies of research gets 
involved with the organization by critically 
studying and spending as much time as 
possible with the activists to get feel and insight 
of the organization under study. He critically 
assesses the aims and goals, actions and 
thinking, structure and set up, profile and 
agenda, interpretation of rationalism and ideas 
about way of life by field activists and 
intellectuals of the organization to corroborate 
his findings. His critical assessment of ANS can 
be summed up as a 'Social Audit'. 

The first part of this book is about the Indian 
Rationalists of the past era which has been 
based upon sparse literature available on this 
topic. The author tries to explain the notion of 
'mode of disbelief and its relationship to the 
notion of 'mode of religiosity'. In this regard, 
author elaborates the concepts of 'rationality', 
'irrationalism' and 'rationalization' as employed 
by various Western philosophers and compares 
these concepts in Indian context. For some, 
rationalism means to fight for justice and 
equality, to avoid violence and to try to find the 
truth. For a few, rationalism is that philosophy 
of life which is based upon the reasoning 
faculty of a person. That may be the one of the 
reasons why Indian rationalists call themselves 
as buddhivaadi, vivekvaadi, tarkikvaadi, 
yuktivaadi, etc even manavataavaadi too. This 
difference appears to be related to the stand 
that has been taken by the individual in terms of 
religion, existence/non-existence of God, etc. 
For example, humanists are simply atheists 
who believe in living purposeful and moral lives. 
As such rationalists want to link humanism, 
rationalism, atheism, science and technology, 
the scientific temper and power of reason in 
order to live a contented life, emotionally and 
physically. While concluding theoretical aspects 
of rationalism, author quotes Max Weber and 
Charles Taylor extensively. 

In the next part, he traces the roots of 
organized rationalism in India by quoting 
Charvaka and vedic materialism. He also 
describes Bhakti movement spread by saints 
like Basaveshwar, Kabir, Tukaram etc who 
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questioned the blind traditions practiced during 
that period. In fact these saints attacked the 
superstitions prevailing in the society. However, 
rationalism in strictest sense only appeared 
during colonial period where western 
philosophers like Ingersoll, Bradlaugh, and 
Bertrand Russell etc started dominating the 
minds of the intellectuals who studied English 
language and were exposed to western culture. 
Agarkar, Mahatma Phule, Periyar E. V. 
Ramasamy etc were the founders of the 
organized rationalism in India in later half of 
19th century. In fact, these movements can be 
termed as religious reform movements to 
contextualize the emergence of rationalism. 

Early 20th century saw growth of various 
Rationalist organizations which were set up in 
places like Delhi, Hyderabad, Nagpur, Bombay, 
Vijaywada, Bhilai, Rourkela, Madras, 
Coimbatore, Kanyakumari, Madurai, Amrutsar 
etc. by well educated Indian intellectuals with 
strong affinities to Western education and 
culture. Jawaharlal Nehru, M.N. Roy etc 
contributed for the growth of rationalism in India. 
Atheist Centre, founded in 1940 by Gora 
appears to be the milestone in practical 
rationalism. R.D. Karve and his colleagues 
wrote extensively on various aspects of 
rationalism in their 'Reason' magazine in spite 
of opposition from the society and rulers. These 
organizations started challenging Gurus and 
'Godmen' like Sathya Saibaba. Dr. H. 
Narasimhaiah and Abraham Kovoor tried their 
best to convince the society the fraudulent 
activities of Saibaba and were exposing his 
supernatural powers. However most of the 
rationalists confined their activities by writing 
the articles in the newspapers and magazine 
and participating in the public debates. 
Abraham Kovoor gave momentum to the 
existing organizations by his miracle-exposure 
campaigns. Kovoor was quite famous for his 
rhetoric and was able to entertain and fascinate 
large groups of people by giving lecture-cum- 
demonstrations and exposing the tricks of the 
'Godmen'. Shri B. Premanand of Kerala took 
over the task of exposure of Godmen and he 
toured extensively to spread the message. 
There was tremendous response to his lectures 


from the public and he inspired many youths of 
post independent India. 

The remaining portion of the book covers 
various aspects of ANS which was chosen as 
field work for author's research. Author had 
given ethnographical account of ANS in detail. 
He had described in detail the ANS activities 
like spreading scientific temper, campaign 
against superstitions, exposure of Godmen, 
efforts to enact the anti-superstition bill, 
magazines and literature published by ANS, etc. 
While accompanying the group of ANS activists 
for a tour around Maharashtra, author was very 
curious about ANS and wanted to see it for 
himself. He wanted to know how do people 
react when ANS activists enter remote villages; 
how does ANS attempt to convince the people 
that some of the beliefs and events so central 
to their everyday lives are harmful, pathological, 
based on illusions or made up by people who 
fool and exploit them in the name of religion, 
traditions or rituals; do people oppose the 
statements, or do they ignore them or are they 
converted. He observes that ANS activists 
always try to relate to the perspectives of 
villagers, children and college students and try 
to involve them in their programs through 
games, tricks, songs and other interactive 
elements. The programs chosen are very 
simple in nature and lively to participate. He 
concludes that the didactical methods applied 
are of a rather higher level. 

Author observes that activists never shied away 
from challenging and provoking the gods, 
deities and spirits, ridiculing the people capable 
of controlling black magic and deliberately 
doing the most inauspicious things. In fact the 
programs which are of interactive in nature 
coerce the listeners to participate and change 
the attitude. Through theses participations, 
activists try to invoke the spirit of inquiry within 
them. Author had gone in detail to bring out the 
strengths and weaknesses of ANS which 
appears to be quite truthful and unbiased. 
Author raises a question whether or not 
rationalism is to be understood as directly 
opposing religion, since ANS has taken a 
moderate and rather unspecific position in this 
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regard. ANS related harmful religious practices 
with that of superstitions and advocates 
scientific temper as the remedy for these age- 
old Ills. 

While probing for Individual Interpretations and 
applications of rationalism In day-to-day life, 
author approached many activists to extract the 
Information. He tried to find how the rationalistic 
attitude Is applicable In family relations, 
marriages, festivals, births, and deaths etc. 
Surprisingly he found varied opinions In these 
matters. In fact, ANS activists believe that the 
fight against Irrationality and the fight against 
Injustice are one and the same. However 
author has praised non-rellglous marriage 
ceremonies and non religious ways of dealing 
with death as advocated by ANS. 

In the concluding remarks, author Is of the 
opinion that Indian rationalisms are In the 
process of trying to disenchant Indian public - 
that everything In the world Is, In principle, 
explicable (by science) without any reference to 
supernatural entitles (like religion, spirituality 
and miracles). He takes an overview of the 
world rationalistic movements and tries analysis 

Disenchanting india: 

Organized Rationalism and 
Criticism of Religion In India 
Johannes Quack, 

Oxford University Press, pp 362 


of them In Indian context. In fact rationalism has 
come very long way In various descriptions like 
Agnostics, Atheists, Brights, Clandestine, 
Freethinkers, (Secular) Humanists, Infidels, 
Secularists, liberals, etc. He concludes that 
Indian Rationalist Movement can be seen as a 
part of a longer transratlonal movement. 

As mentioned In the blurb of the book by Prof. 
Frederick Smith of University Iowa, Johannes 
Quack has ventured into new territory in his 
dose study of the Indian Rationalist Movement 
particularly its manifestations in early twenty- 
first century Maharashtra. He has combined 
ethnographic analysis, social theory, and a 
deep knowledge of Indian history with 
reflections on secularism, religious belief, 
rationality enhancement, and dis-enhancement, 
the result is a vivid depiction of India in the 
throes of modernity, in which class, gender, 
nationalism, and ideological and discursive 
strategy are contesting for the very future of 
India. This excellent volume must be examined 
by anyone interested in modern and 
contemporary India because it addresses in a 
most illuminating way a desperately 
understudied topic. 


It’s Irrational to be Religious 


virtually all religions hold some supernatural 
beliefs specific to that religion. That Is, a 
religion’s adherents firmly hold beliefs that 
conflict with and cannot be confirmed by our 
experience of the natural world, and 
that appear Implausible to people other than the 
adherents of that particular religion. For 


Jared Diamond 

example, Hindus believe there Is a monkey god 
who travels thousands of kilometers at a single 
somersault. Catholics believe a woman who 
had not yet been fertilized by a man became 
pregnant and gave birth to a baby boy, whose 
body eventually after his death was carried up 
to a place called heaven, often represented as 
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being located in the sky. The Jewish faith 
believes that a supernatural being gave a 
chunk of desert in the Middle East to the 
being’s favorite people, as their home forever. 

No other feature of religion creates a 
bigger divide between religious believers and 
modern secular people, to whom it staggers the 
imagination that anyone could entertain such 
beliefs. No other feature creates a bigger divide 
between believers in two different religions, 
each of whom firmly believes its own beliefs but 
considers it absurd that the other religion’s 
believers believe those other beliefs. 
Why, nevertheless, are supernatural beliefs 
such universal features of religions? 

One suggested answer is that supernatural 
religious beliefs are just ignorant superstitions 
similar to supernatural non-religious beliefs, 
illustrating only that the human brain is capable 
of deceiving itself into believing anything. We 
can all think of supernatural non-religious 
beliefs whose implausibility should be obvious. 
Many Europeans believe that the sight of a 
black cat heralds misfortune, but black cats are 
actually rather common. By repeatedly tallying 
whether or not a one-hour period following or 
not following your observation of a black cat in 
an area with high cat density did or did not 
bring you some specified level of 
misfortune, and by applying the statistician’s 
chi-square test, you can quickly 
convince yourself that the black-cat hypothesis 
has a probability of less than 1 out of 1,000 of 
being true. Some groups of New Guinea 
lowlanders believe that hearing the beautiful 
whistled song of the little bird known as the 
Lowland Mouse-Babbler warns us that 
someone has recently died, but this bird is 
among the most common species and most 
frequent singers in New Guinea lowland forests. 
If the belief about it were true, the local 
human population would be dead within a few 
days, yet my New Guinea friends are as 
convinced of the babbler’s ill omens as 
Europeans are afraid of black cats. 

A more striking non-religious superstition, 
because people today still invest money in their 


mistaken belief, is water-witching, also 
variously known as dowsing, divining, or 
rhabdomancy. Already established in 
Europe over 400 years ago and possibly also 
reported before the time of Christ, this belief 
maintains that rotation of a forked twig carried 
by a practitioner called a dowser, walking over 
terrain whose owner wants to know where to 
dig a well, indicates the location and sometimes 
the depth of an invisible underground water 
supply. Control tests show that dowsers’ 
success at locating underground water is no 
better than random, but many land-owners in 
areas where geologists also have difficulty at 
predicting the location of underground water 
nevertheless pay dowsers for their search, then 
spend even more money to dig a well unlikely 
to yield water. The psychology behind such 
beliefs is that we remember the hits and forget 
the misses, so that whatever superstitious 
beliefs we hold become confirmed by even the 
flimsiest of evidence through the 
remembered hits. Such anecdotal thinking 
comes naturally; controlled experiments and 
scientific methods to distinguish between 
random and non-random phenomena are 
counterintuitive and unnatural, and thus not 
found in traditional societies. 

Perhaps, then, religious superstitions are just 
further evidence of human fallibility, like belief in 
black cats and other non-religious 
superstitions. But it’s suspicious that costly 
commitments to belief in implausible-to-others 
religious superstitions are such a consistent 
feature of religions. The investments that many 
religious adherents make to their beliefs are far 
more burdensome, time-consuming, and heavy 
in consequences to them than are the 
actions of black-cat-phobics in occasionally 
avoiding black cats. This suggests that religious 
superstitions aren’t just an accidental by¬ 
product of human reasoning powers but 
possess some deeper meaning. What might 
that be? 

A recent interpretation among some scholars of 
religion is that belief in religious superstitions 
serves to display one’s commitment to one’s 
religion. All long-lasting human groups — 
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Boston Red Sox fans (like me), devoted 
Catholics, patriotic Japanese, and others — 
face the same basic problem of identifying who 
can be trusted to remain as a group 
member. The more of one’s life is wrapped up 
with one’s group, the more crucial it is to be 
able to identify group members correctly and 
not to be deceived by someone who seeks 
temporary advantage by claiming to share 
your ideals but who really doesn’t. If that man 
carrying a Boston Red Sox banner, whom you 
had accepted as a fellow Red Sox fan, 
suddenly cheers when the New York Yankees 
hit a home run, you’ll find it humiliating but 
not life-threatening. But if he’s a soldier next to 
you in the front line and he drops his gun (or 
turns it on you) when the enemy attacks, your 
misreading of him may cost you your life. 

That’s why religious affiliation involves so many 
overt displays to demonstrate the sincerity of 
your commitment: sacrifices of time and 
resources, enduring of hardships, and other 
costly displays that I’ll discuss later. One such 
display might be to espouse some irrational 
belief that contradicts the evidence of our 
senses, and that people outside our 
religion would never believe. If you claim that 
the founder of your church had been conceived 
by normal sexual intercourse between his 
mother and father, anyone else would believe 
that too, and you’ve done nothing to 
demonstrate your commitment to your church. 
But if you insist, despite all evidence to the 
contrary, that he was born of a virgin birth, and 
nobody has been able to shake you of that 
irrational belief after many decades of your life, 
then your fellow believers will feel much more 
confident that you’ll persist in your belief and 
can be trusted not to abandon your group. 


Nevertheless, it’s not the case that there are no 
limits to what can be accepted as a religious 
supernatural belief. Scott Atran and Pascal 
Boyer have independently pointed out that 
actual religious superstitions over the whole 
world constitute a narrow subset of all the 
arbitrary random superstitions that one could 
theoretically invent. To quote Pascal Boyer, 
there is no religion proclaiming anything like the 
following tenet: “There is only one God! He is 
omnipotent. But he exists only on 
Wednesdays.” Instead, the religious 
supernatural beings in which we believe are 
surprisingly similar to humans, animals, or other 
natural objects, except for having superior 
powers. They are more far-sighted, longer-lived, 
and stronger, travel faster, can predict the 
future, can change shape, can pass 
through walls, and so on. In other respects, 
gods and ghosts behave like people. The god 
of the Old Testament got angry, while Greek 
gods and goddesses became jealous, ate, 
drank, and had sex. Their powers surpassing 
human powers are projections of our own 
personal power fantasies; they can do what we 
wish we could do ourselves. I do have fantasies 
of hurling thunderbolts that destroy evil people, 
and probably many other people share those 
fantasies of mine, but I have never fantasized 
about existing only on Wednesdays. Hence it 
doesn’t surprise me that gods in many religions 
are pictured as smiting evil-doers, but that no 
religion holds out the dream of existing just on 
Wednesdays. Thus, religious supernatural 
beliefs are irrational, but emotionally plausible 
and satisfying. That’s why they’re so believable, 
despite at the same time being rationally 
implausible. 


Excerpts from “The World Until Yesterday: What Can We Learn from Traditional Societies?” 
by Jared Diamond. Copyright © Jared Diamond, 2012. 
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Evolution of a Patriotic New Avatar of Superstition 


Tiranga Bangle is the name of a new product 
on the great Indian superstition bazaar. This 
copper bracelet promises to relieve you from 
pain, cure a range of illnesses including gout 
and arthritis, protect you from the damaging 
influence of radioactivity and boost your energy, 
strength and vitality. Such claims are nothing 
very special in a country where scores of lucky 
charms, miraculous pendants, protective 
amulets, healing crystals and holy oils are out 
to lure the gullible and the fearful. But this is a 
slightly different story. And it is alarming. 

This wondrous product does not come in the 
usual transcendental wrapping. No mantra 
tantra business. The gentlemen who make a 
pitch for it are well educated, suave and 
sophisticated Congress politicians, widely 
respected for their modern, liberal and socially 
responsible approach. The head of the bangle 
business, Naveen Jindal, studied management 
at Dallas, USA. He is one of the country’s 
richest industrialists and a member of the 
Indian Parliament. For the high profile 
inauguration in January, Jindal was joined by 
Shashi Tharoor, once Under Secretary General 
of the UN and currently serving as Minister of 
State for Human Resource Development. 
Tharoor is another Congress politician 
cultivating a modern man of the world image. 

Jindal presents the bangles’ beneficial effects 
as achievement of cutting edge science. They 
are energized with what he calls Tri-Vortex 
technology. But despite all its pseudo-scientific 
blahblah, it is as baseless as witchcraft and 
voodoo. In an interview that appeared in the 
magazine OUTLOOK, I reminded at the Indian 
Constitution containing the fundamental duty to 
develop and promote scientific temper. “If 
ministers promote magical charms, they have 
no right to remain in power. They should be 
booked under the Magical Remedies 
(Objectionable Advertisement) Act for not 
verifying the veracity of their claims”. 


Sanal Edamaruku 

OUTLOOK quotes me. Tharoor reacted quickly 
and distanced himself from the miracle claims. 
He only spoke about the good work of the Flag 
Foundation, Tharoor later clarified. 

Yes, that is the cue: Tiranga is the name of the 
Indian flag. The magic bangle has been 
launched and is now sold under the auspices of 
the Flag Foundation of India. That is an NGO 
founded by Jindal and his wife to promote the 
display of the national flag at every possible 
opportunity. They fought a successful court 
battle to get the flag code changed and won the 
right for every Indian to fly the banner on all 
days. Not too many people make use of this 
victory, but ever since the seventeen billion 
“Jindal Group” would show Indian colors in 
giant format. Patriotism pays in India. And now, 
Jindal and his NGO try to make Indians believe 
that wearing a bangle in flag’s name is a 
patriotic act. With the bracelet around your wrist 
you don’t just boost your personal health, you 
also do your bit to save the nation, as the 
bangle is designed to serve India’s ‘oneness’ 
and unity. 

Patriotism is highly respected and widespread 
in India. Seen as a positive and constructive 
force to create unity in a country of great 
diversity, it is close to everybody’s heart. It is 
not old fashioned, on the contrary. It is 
flourishing today among young and future 
oriented Indian achievers. In times of rapid 
developments and confusing globalism, they 
find stability and security in the pride to be 
Indian. 

Superstition, neatly dressed up as science and 
linked to patriotic feelings is an unscrupulous 
new business plan. It is aiming beyond the 
shrinking traditional circles of incense smelling 
psychopaths to delve into untapped markets 
with great future potential. To make it 
sustainable, customers are asked to register 
their bangle on the Flag Foundations website 
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and get reminded when it needs to be 
recharged. 

As Indian as Jindals’ Tiranga campaign may 
look, it has international roots. The idea is 
imported from South Africa, where the 
energized copper bracelet is selling as “46664 
bangle” like hot cake since years. It is sold by 
one Dr. Anton Ungerer, who popularized his 
business by advertising that its proceeds were 
to benefit the Nelson Mandela Fund. 

Jindal refers to Lingerer’s elaborate scientific 
research on the Tri-Vortex technique that is 
described like this: In an electrical chamber, a 
powerful field of complex energy is generated 
“including properties of sound, light and 
geometry”. Within 24 hours, it creates “flowing 
molecule structures” in the copper bangles (or 
in anything else that you put in the chamber, 
like wood, food or water). By way of 
“biomimicry”, the energized items improve the 
“cellular coherence” and the flow of energy in 
plants, cows and humans, causing all kinds of 
beneficial effects. Sounds great, but is 
unfortunately only pseudo-scientific blahblah. 
Renowned scientists have dismissed such 
claims, and neither Jindal nor Anton Ungerer 


could so far present any evidence or 
independent scientific research supporting 
them. In South Africa, a respected consumer 
rights organization stood up against Ungerer. 
Meantime, the Advertising Standards 
Association of the country has ordered his 
company to withdraw their “unsubstantiated 
claims”. 

Ungerer did not invent the Tri-Vortex technique. 
He took it from Japan. The murky source of it 
all seems to be the work of one Dr. Mararo 
Emoto, who specialized on energizing water. 
Emoto presented his sensational “scientific” 
findings in 2003 - and was immediately 
challenged by James Randy. Randy offered 
him one million dollar if he could reproduce his 
claimed results in a controlled double blind test. 
Emoto was not ready to accept. 

Marato Emoto’s claim he could create healing 
water by transforming molecule structures and 
energy flows is far older than his Tri-Vortex 
technique. Before 2003, he used to propagate 
simpler methods: meditation and prayer. Or he 
would affix scrips with magic words on water 
tanks. Jindal’s Tiranga Bangle has come a long 
way! 


Are you Superstitious at Work? 


From donning their lucky stones to wearing 
auspicious colour, HR managers find 
themselves broadly dealing with superstitious 
employees 

A man entered an office cubicle occupied by 
four persons and announced that the annual 
appraisal assessments were about to begin. 
Upon hearing this, one of the employees 
without delay knocked twice on his wooden 
desk and threw some salt with his right hand 
over his left shoulder snubbing away any evil 


Lynn Lobo 

omen that could negatively shape his fate 
during the assessment interview. 

Many of us may not only relate to this narrative, 
but also consciously or subconsciously find 
ourselves giving into such superstitions at some 
point. Whether we refuse to cross paths with a 
black cat or tremble at the inauspicious twitch 
of our eye, no matter how absurd the 
superstition, it has cast a spell on the minds of 
many, whether in belief or mirth. And while one 
may attribute such folklore solely to the 
religious folk, a survey conducted by 
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TeamLease reveals that India Inc is just as 
much a casualty to such superstitions as 
anyone else. The study found that a major 
segment of the Indian corporate workforce still 
finds sanctity in their superstitious beliefs to 
herald success. "A majority of the Indian 
workforce who has grown up in a deep rooted 
religious environment, tends to harbour such 
beliefs as a part of their ecosystem, which 
naturally gets carried over to their workplace," 
justifies Amit Das, sr. VP group HR, RPG 
Enterprises. While such beliefs are purely 
based on faith and can help in boosting 
confidence, they can also become crutches 
without which one cannot function if followed 
too seriously, feels Dr. Sriharsha A. Achar, 
CPO, Apollo Munich Health Insurance. 



If India Inc has forayed into a modern-day 
realm, why do we still harbour such beliefs? "I 
believe there is nothing wrong in harbouring 
such beliefs as long they don't hamper work. 
When an employee wants something badly. 


these beliefs may help the employees in the 
long run by boosting their self-confidence and 
esteem," opines Rajesh Nair, CEO, Top Gear 
Consultant Pvt.Ltd. 

For the modern-day HR manager who is not in 
favour of superstitious beliefs, what advice 
should be given to him/her in order to better 
manage a workforce that is heavily dependent 
on faith and such beliefs? "An HR manager 
should show by personal example to his/her 
subordinates that if he/she could succeed 
without being superstitious, then they could too. 
In the case of those superstitions, which are at 
a personal level, the manager should take a 
neutral stand as long as the work is not 
affected," advises Nair. 

In a nutshell, your employees' cultural and 
personal ideas are their own; as long as they 
do not cause inconvenience or discomfort to 
others, or affect performance, feels Sudhanshu 
Pandit, director HR, Symantec India. 

While some of us may forward that seven-day 
chain mail, others may jokingly irk the minds of 
those who chose not to. Regardless, a 
superstitious mind isn't a rarity in the corporate 
domain. Is it a panacea or a century long farce? 
The debate continues; till then, watch out for 
that black cat! 

Courtsey: DNA 


Why I Raise My Children without God 


When my son was around 3 years old, he used 
to ask me a lot of questions about heaven. 
Where is it? How do people walk without a 
body? How will I find you? You know the 
questions that kids ask. 

For over a year, I lied to him and made up 
stories that I didn’t believe about heaven. Like 


most parents, I love my child so much that I 
didn’t want him to be scared. I wanted him to 
feel safe and loved and full of hope. But the 
trade-off was that I would have to make stuff up, 
and I would have to brainwash him into 
believing stories that didn’t make sense, stories 
that I didn’t believe either. 
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One day he would know this, and he would not 
trust my judgment. He would know that I built 
an elaborate tale—not unlike the one we tell 
children about Santa—to explain the 
inconsistent and illogical legend of God. 

And so I thought it was only right to be honest 
with my children. I am a non-believer, and for 
years I’ve been on the fringe in my community. 
As a blogger, though. I’ve found that there are 
many other parents out there like me. We are 
creating the next generation of kids, and there 
is a wave of young agnostics, atheists, free 
thinkers and humanists rising up through the 
ranks who will, hopefully, lower our nation’s 
religious fever. 

Here are a few of the reasons why I am raising 
my children without God. 

God is a bad parent and role model: If God is 

our father, then he is not a good parent. Good 
parents don’t allow their children to inflict harm 
on others. Good people don’t stand by and 
watch horrible acts committed against innocent 
men, women and children. They don’t condone 
violence and abuse. “He has given us free will,” 
you say? Our children have free will, but we still 
step in and guide them. 

God is not logical: How many times have you 
heard, “Why did God allow this to happen?” 
And this: “It’s not for us to understand.” 
Translate: We don’t understand, so we will not 
think about it or deal with the issue. Take for 
example the senseless tragedy in Newtown. 
Rather than address the problem of guns in 
America, we defer responsibility to God. He had 
a reason. He wanted more angels. Only he 
knows why. We write poems saying that we told 
God to leave our schools. Now he’s making us 
pay the price. If there is a good, all-knowing, all- 
powerful God who loves his children, does it 
make sense that he would allow murders, child 
abuse, wars, brutal beatings, torture and 
millions of heinous acts to be committed 
throughout the history of mankind? Doesn’t this 
go against everything Christ taught us in the 
New Testament? 


The question we should be asking is this: “Why 
did we allow this to happen?” How can we fix 
this? No imaginary person is going to give us 
the answers or tell us why. Only we have the 
ability to be logical and to problem solve, and 
we should not abdicate these responsibilities to 
“God” just because a topic is tough or 
uncomfortable to address. 

God is not fair: If God is fair, then why does 
he answer the silly prayers of some while 
allowing other, serious requests, to go 
unanswered? I have known people who pray 
that they can find money to buy new furniture. 
(Answered.) I have known people who pray to 
God to help them win a soccer match. 
(Answered.) Why are the prayers of parents 
with dying children not answered? 

If God is fair, then why are some babies born 
with heart defects, autism, missing limbs or 
conjoined to another baby? Clearly, all men are 
not created equally. Why is a good man beaten 
senseless on the street while an evil man finds 
great wealth taking advantage of others? This 
is not fair. A game maker who allows luck to 
rule mankind’s existence has not created a fair 
game. 

God does not protect the innocent: He does 
not keep our children safe. As a society, we 
stand up and speak for those who cannot. We 
protect our little ones as much as possible. 
When a child is kidnapped, we work together to 
find the child. We do not tolerate abuse and 
neglect. Why can’t God, with all his powers of 
omnipotence, protect the innocent? 

God is not present: He is not here. Telling our 
children to love a person they cannot see, smell, 
touch or hear does not make sense. It means 
that we teach children to love an image, an 
image that lives only in their imaginations. What 
we teach them, in effect, is to love an idea that 
we have created, one that is based in our fears 
and our hopes. 

God Does Not Teach Chiidren to Be Good: A 

child should make moral choices for the right 
reasons. Telling him that he must behave 
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because God is watching means that his 
morality will be externally focused rather than 
internally structured. It’s like telling a child to 
behave or Santa won’t bring presents. When 
we take God out of the picture, we place 
responsibility of doing the right thing onto the 
shoulders of our children. No, they won’t go to 
heaven or rule their own planets when they die, 
but they can sleep better at night. They will 
make their family proud. They will feel better 
about who they are. They will be decent people. 

God Teaches Narcissism: “God has a plan for 
you.” Telling kids there is a big guy in the sky 
who has a special path for them makes children 
narcissistic; it makes them think the world is at 
their disposal and that, no matter what happens, 
it doesn’t really matter because God is in 
control. That gives kids a sense of false 
security and creates selfishness. “No matter 
what I do, God loves me and forgives me. He 
knows my purpose. I am special.” The irony is 
that, while we tell this story to our kids, other 
children are abused and murdered, starved and 
neglected. All part of God’s plan, right? 


When we raise kids without God, we tell them 
the truth—we are no more special than the next 
creature. We are just a very, very small part of 
a big, big machine-whether that machine is 
nature or society-the influence we have is 
minuscule. The realization of our insignificance 
gives us a true sense of humbleness. 

I understand why people need God. I 
understand why people need heaven. It is 
terrifying to think that we are all alone in this 
universe, that one day we—along with the 
children we love so much—will cease to exist. 
The idea of God and an afterlife gives many of 
us structure, community and hope. 

I do not want religion to go away. I only want 
religion to be kept at home or in church where it 
belongs. It’s a personal effect, like a toothbrush 
or a pair of shoes. It’s not something to be used 
or worn by strangers. I want my children to be 
free not to believe and to know that our schools 
and our government will make decisions based 
on what is logical, just and fair—not on what 
they believe an imaginary God wants. 


Courtesy: http://ireport.cnn.com/people/TXBIue08 


Prayer in Public Meetings: 
Point/Counterpoint 


Point 

Should governments hold prayers before or 
during public meetings? Nothing faiis iike 
prayer in government 

Prayer at government meetings is unnecessary, 
inappropriate and divisive. Calling upon other 
elected officials and citizens to rise and pray is 
coercive, embarrassing and beyond the scope 
of county government. Supervisors, after all. 


are free to pray privately or to worship on their 
own time in their own way. They don’t need to 

worship on taxpayers’ time. That line between 
the Jeffersonian “wall of separation between 
church and state” is being crossed when 
elected officials misuse their authority to 
promote their personal religious views at 
government functions. 

A government board ought not to lend its power 
and prestige to religion. Such governmental 
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endorsement of religion excludes the 15 
percent of the American population that is 
nonreligious (American Religious Identification 
Survey 2008), including more than 1 million 
Virginians. 

The numbers of nonreligious are growing 
rapidly in this country, as shown by the Pew 
Forum’s survey last year finding one in five 
adults has no religious affiliation. We 
nonreligious citizens are offended, excluded 
and made to feel like political outsiders when 
our government oversteps its power to conduct 
or impose prayer. Since government prayer 
often invokes Jesus and Christianity, it also 
turns those of other faiths into second-class 
citizens. 

America was founded in part by refugees 
seeking freedom from religion in government. 
They sought to escape tyrants who told them 
which church to support, what religious rituals 
to engage in, or what to believe or disbelieve. 
Whether to pray, whether to believe in a god 
who answers prayer, is an intensely personal 


decision protected under our First Amendment 
as a paramount matter of conscience. 

The U.S. founders who adopted our entirely 
godless Constitution knew there can be no 
religious liberty without the freedom to dissent. 
If the framers of our Constitution found no need 
to pray when they adopted our secular 
Constitution, why does the Roanoke County 
Board of Supervisors need to pray over sewers, 
building permits and variances? Isn’t it a bit 
vain to imagine that a deity, if there is one, 
would be interested in the prayerful demands of 
supervisors anyway? 

If constitutional injunctions do not impress, 
perhaps scriptural ones will. Christians who 
know their Bible are familiar with the biblical 
injunction of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount, 
condemning public prayer as hypocrisy, and 
advising: 

“Enter into thy closet and when thou hast shut 
the door, pray to thy Father which is in secret.” 

Annie Laurie Gayior 


Gayior is Co-President of the Freedom From Reiigion Foundation 


Counterpoint 

A m erxHn govemm ent has alw ays 
prayed. 

Prayer is intricately woven into the very fabric of 
America. Public prayer and recognition of God 
in government meetings and by government 
officials has been a long-established practice, 
both before and after independence was 
declared. 

In 1774 during the First Continental Congress 
in Philadelphia, delegates voted to open each 
meeting with prayer. Ten months later, as war 
raged, these same men would call for a day of 
fasting and prayer throughout the colonies. The 
Second Continental Congress began with a 
prayer service in a Philadelphia church. 


On July 9, 1776, just one day after the 
Declaration of Independence was first read 
publicly, the delegates voted unanimously for a 
chaplain of Congress, who immediately took 
the floor to offer a prayer. The first Senate 
resolved to hold a church service in St. Paul’s 
chapel immediately following the swearing in of 
President George Washington. 

Opponents of prayer in public meetings often 
cry that the practice is a violation of the 
“separation of church and state.” But this 
phrase does not appear anywhere in the 
Constitution. Rather, Thomas Jefferson used it 
in a letter to the Danbury Baptist Association. 

Flowever, Jefferson also wrote another letter to 
William Johnson in 1823 in which he said it is 
important to “carry ourselves back to the time 
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when the Constitution was adopted, recollect 
the spirit manifested in the debates and instead 
of trying what meaning may be squeezed out of 
the text or invented against it, conform to the 
probable one in which it was passed.” As 
president, Jefferson issued a proclamation to 
decree a day of “thanksgiving and prayer to 
Almighty God” and included a prayer in both of 
his inaugural addresses. 

Whenever James Madison — the father of the 
Constitution — would speak of an 
establishment of religion, he always meant it as 
a reference to the government giving 
preference to an “established” church, as Great 


Britain had done with the Church of England, 
never in reference to God, religious activities or 
public prayer. In 1853, the U.S. Senate 
Committee on the Judiciary wrote that the 
framers of the First Amendment “did not intend 
to prohibit a just expression of religious 
devotion by the legislators of the nation, even in 
their public character as legislators.” 

Clearly the nation’s Founders never meant to 
remove prayer and references to God from the 
public square. Such a view is a distortion of the 
First Amendment and a denial of the principles 
in the nation’s birth certificate — the 
Declaration of Independence. 

Mathew Staver 


Staver is Chairman of Liberty Counsei and Vice President of Liberty University 


Hindutva and the Supreme Court 


VM Tarkunde 


On December 11,1995, a three-judge Bench of 
the Supreme Court delivered judgements in a 
number of appeals which arose from decisions 
of the Bombay Fligh Court relating to the validity 
of the elections of certain Shiv Sena BJP 
candidates to the Maharashtra Legislative 
Assembly. The Bombay High Court had set 
aside the elections of these candidates mainly 
on the ground that they had committed a 
corrupt practice as defined by Section 123(3) of 
the Representation of the People Act, 1951. 
The corrupt practice as defined in Section 
123(3) consists of “the appeal by a candidate or 
his agent or by any other person with the 
consent of a candidate or his election agent to 
vote or refrain from voting for any person on the 
ground of his religion “ By these judgements the 
Supreme Court Bench has watered down to a 
very material extent the rigour of the above 
provision in the Representation of the People 
Act in respect of candidates who stood for 
Hindutva or who appealed for the creation of a 
Hindu State. Larger Benches of the Supreme 


Court had previously held that secular 
democracy is one of the basic features of the 
Indian Constitution, and that Section 123(3) of 
the Representation of the People Act was 
intended to uphold the principle of secular 
democracy. By watering down the meaning and 
the rigour of that provision, the present three- 
judge Bench of the Supreme Court has dealt a 
very severe blow to the principle of secular 
democracy. 

This damage has been caused by three judge 
ments: Dr. Ramesh Yeshwant Prabhoo Vs Shri 
Prabhakar Kashinath Kunte and Others, 
Manohar Joshi Vs Nitin Bhaurao Patei and 
Another; and Prof Ramchandra G. Kapse. Vs 
Haribansh Ramakbai Singh. 

In the case of Dr. Ramesh Yeshwant Prabhoo, 
the Supreme Court bench dealt with the 
meaning of the word “Hindutva” or “Hinduism” 
when used in election propaganda. The court 
came to the conclusion that “the words 
‘Hinduism’ or ‘Hindutva’ are not necessarily to 
be understood and construed narrowly. 
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confined only to the strict Hindu religious 
practices unrelated to the culture and ethos of 
the people of India defining the way of life of the 
Indian people. Unless the context of a speech 
indicates a contrary meaning or use, in the 
abstract, these terms are indicative more of a 
way of life of the Indian people and are not 
confined merely to describe persons practising 
the Hindu religion as a faith.’This clearly means 
that by itself, the word “Hinduism’ or” Hindutva” 
indicates the culture of the people of India as a 
whole, irrespective of whether they are Hindus. 
Muslims, Christians. Jews, etc. The Supreme 
Court Bench has further observed that “the 
mere fact that these words (Hindutva or 
Hinduism) are used in the speech would not 
bring in within the prohibition of sub section (3) 
or (3A) of Section 123. It may well be that these 
words are used in the speech to promote 
secularism and to emphasise the way of life of 
the Indian people and the Indian culture or 
ethos, or to criticise the policy of any political 
party as discriminatory or intolerant. Whether a 
particular speech in which a reference is made 
to Hindutva and or Hinduism falls within the 
prohibition under sub-section (3) or (3A) of 
Section 123 is therefore a question of fact in 
each case”. 

These conclusions of the Supreme Court 
Bench clearly mean that if a candidate were to 
declare that he believed in Hindutva and 
therefore the voters should cast their votes in 
his favour, without saying anything more, be 
would not be committing any corrupt practice as 
defined by the Section 123(3) of the Act. He 
may, according to the Supreme Court Bench, 
be referring to the culture of the Indian people 
as a whole including Muslims, Christians and all 
other non-Hindu citizens. Can this conclusion 
be accepted as correct? 

In the first place, any statement made before 
audience should be interpreted in the sense in 
which the members of the audience are 
expected to understand it. During an electoral 
campaign the purpose of almost every meeting 
is to appeal for the votes of the electorate. 
Would the normal electorate in India 
understand that what is meant by Hindutva is 
the culture of all the people of India including 


those of non-Hindu faiths? Obviously, by 
Hindutva most of the voters would understand 
the culture of Hindus including their religious 
faith and not the faith and culture of non-Hindus. 

Even an audience more educated than the 
average Indian voters would understand by 
Hindutva the culture (including the religion) of 
Hindus and not of non-Hindus in particular. 
Hindutva cannot be understood by them as 
inclusive of the culture and religion of those 
whose religion arose outside India, such as 
Muslims, Christians and Jews. 

‘It is well understood in anthropology that the 
culture of the people includes their religion, 
their language, their arts and crafts, their ways 
of earning a living and their behaviour with 
others. This means that culture includes religion, 
and that an appeal to vote on the basis of 
Hindutva includes, appeal to vote for the Hindu 
religion as well. Since an appeal to vote for 
Hindutva includes an appeal to vote for the 
Hindu religion, it clearly amounts to a corrupt 
practice as defined by Section 123(3) of the 
Representation of the People Act, 1951 

The conclusion that Hindutva or Hinduism 
means the culture of all the people of India (and 
not Hindus alone) is derived by the present 
three- judge Bench from two previous decisions 
of five judge Bench of the Supreme Court - 
Sastri Yagnap and Others Vs. Muldas 
Bhudardas Vaishya and Another, 1966 (3) SCR 
242; and Com missioner of Wealth Tax, Madras 
and Others Vs. Late R. Sridharan by LFs, 1976 
(Supp.) SCR 478. Neither of these decisions 
support the conclusion of the Supreme Court 
that Hindutva or Hinduism means the culture of 
the people of India as a whole. 

In Sastri Yagnaprashadji’s case, a Constitution 
Bench of the Supreme Court held that 
Swaminarayan sect is a part of Hindu religion. It 
was observed in the judgement in that case that 
originally the word ‘Hindu’ arose from the river 
Indus and the residents around the river were 
called Hindus. That observation has hardly any 
relevance to what Hinduism or Hindutva means 
today. Moreover, the judgement in that case 
refers to many authorities and concludes that 
the Hindu religion does not claim any prophet; it 
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does not worship any one God. It does not 
subscribe to any one dogma or believe in any 
one philosophical concept, it does nor satisfy 
the traditional features of any religion or creed 
and that “it may broadly be described as a way 
of life and nothing more.” The present three- 
judge Bench has relied on these and other 
observations in the aforesaid judgement and 
come to the conclusion that Hinduism is the 
way of all Indians. 

In deriving this conclusion, the present three- 
judge Bench has over-looked the fact that the 
same judgement has also described what the 
essential features of the Hindu religion are. The 
judgement says: “Beneath the diversity of 
philosophic thoughts, concepts and idols 
expressed by Hindu philosophers who started 
different philosophic schools, lie certain broad 
concepts which can be treated as basic” (P 
263). The judgement in that &case goes on to 
say of that amongst these basic concepts is the 
acceptance of the Veda as the highest authority 
in religious and philosophical matters and also 
the belief in rebirth and preexistence. The 
judgement also mentions that according to the 
Hindu religion, the ultimate object of humanity 
is “the release and freedom from the unceasing 
cycle of birth and rebirths; Moksha or Nirvana; 
which is the ultimate aim of Hindu religion and 
philosophy...” {P.265). The judgement further 
says that Hindu religion “can be safely 
described as a way of life based on certain 
basic concepts to which we have already 
referred.” (p. 265. Emphasis supplied). These 
observations clearly mean that the Hindu 
religion, in spite of its diversity of doctrines, has 
some basic concepts which are common to all 
Hindus and which guide their way of life. 
Obviously these concepts are different from 
those of Muslims, Christians and other religious 
communities. It is therefore not right to adduce 
from this judgement that Hinduism is the way of 
life of the present Indian citizens belonging to 
different religions. 

No such conclusion can also be derived from 
the other case, the Commissioner Of Wealth 
Tax and Others. In that case, a father and his 
son born from a Christian wife was held to form 
a joint Hindu family for the purposes of wealth 


tax. The extracts from authoritative texts quoted 
in this case also show that Hinduism is the 
civilisation of Hindus and it includes their 
religion and other cultural traits. Moreover, both 
this as well as the earlier case of Sastri 
Yagnapurushadji quote with approval the 
definition of Hindu religion given by B. G. Tilak 
in Geetarahasya which is as follows. 

“Acceptance of the Vedas with reverence; 
recognition of the fact that the means or ways 
of salvation are diverse; and realisation of the 
truth that the number of Gods to be worshipped 
is large, that indeed is the distinguishing feature 
of Hindu religion.” 

It is clear that this case also does not sup port 
the conclusion of the three-judge Bench that 
Hindutva or Hinduism means the culture not 
only of Hindus but of the Indian people as a 
whole. 

The present three-judge Bench was therefore 
wrong in holding that an appeal for votes based 
on Hindutva or Hinduism does got not by itself 
amounts to a corrupt practice as defined in Sec 
tion 123(3) of the Representation of the People 
Act, 1951. 

Turning to the decision of the three-judge 
Bench in Manohar Joshi’s case, it was an 
admitted fact that Manohar Joshi whose 
election had been set aside by the Bombay 
High Court but now restored by the Supreme 
Court had admittedly stated in one of his 
election speeches that “The first Hindu State 
will be established in Maharashtra.” This clearly 
means that if the electorate voted in favour of 
Manohar Joshi and the other candidates of the 
Shiv Sena-BJP combine, they would establish 
Hindu State in Maharashtra and that it will be 
the first Hindu State in any part of India. The 
voters who wanted a Hindu State were thus in 
vited to vote for him and for the Shiv Sena-BJP 
combine. The Supreme Court, however, held 
that this was not an appeal on the ground of 
religion. It observed, “In our opinion, a mere 
statement that the first Hindu State will be 
established in Maharashtra is by itself not an 
appeal for votes on the ground of religion, but 
the expression at best of such a hope.” It is 
indeed very strange that the expression of the 
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hope that the voters will succeed in creating a 
Hindu State in Maharashtra was not held by the 
Supreme Court to be an appeal to vote for the 
creation of such a State. The decision is 
unsupportable. As explained by the Supreme 
Court itself in other eases, secularism means 
that while the people are entitled to profess, 
practice and propagate their religion, the State 
will have no religion of its own. An appeal for 
the creation of a Hindu State is obviously 
contrary to the principle of secular democracy 
and is a corrupt practice under Section 123(3) 
of the Act. 

In the case of Prof. Ramchandra Kapse, one of 
the questions which arose for decision was 
whether the election of a candidate can be set 
aside on the basis of what was stated in the 
election manifesto of the party of which he was 
a candi date. Prof. Kapse was a BJP candidate 
and the BJP in its election manifesto had 
appealed for votes by referring to the 
Ramjanma Bhoomi Babri Masjid issue. The 
three-judge Bench proceeded on the basis that 
the manifesto did contain an appeal to vote on 
the basis of religion. But the Bench gave two 
reasons for holding that Prof. Kapse did not 
commit any corrupt practice on account of his 
party’s election manifesto. Firstly, the Bench 
observed that the BJP was registered as a 
party by the Election Commission under section 
29A of the Representation of the People Act, 
1951, which required that the principles of 
socialism, secularism and democracy, among 
others, should be expressly endorsed 

In the Constitution of every party which applied 
for registration. Secondly, the ‘Supreme Court 
Bench observed that no part in the drafting the 
manifesto or specific views in the election 
campaign were attributed to Prof. Kapse. Now, 


Section 29A does not require the Election 
Commission to make any enquiry on whether, 
after the registration, the party continues to act 
according to the principles embodied in its 
constitution such as secularism and democracy. 
The fact that Dr. Kapse was not alleged to have 
participated in the drafting of the manifesto or 
made use of the manifesto in the election was 
also not decisive of the question whether he 
used religion for the purpose of securing votes. 
When a candidate accepts the ticket of a party, 
he obviously, accepts the election manifesto of 
the party. The election manifesto is circulated 
amongst the voters. The circulation of the 
manifesto must, under the circumstances, be 
held to have been done with the candidate’s 
consent. It is proper to hold that every 
candidate who accepts the ticket of a party 
endorses what is dated in the party’s election 
manifesto. The manifesto itself is an appeal for 
votes and it is obvious that an appeal contained 
in a party’s election manifesto is made with the 
consent of the candidate who accepts the 
party’s ticket. If the view of the Supreme Court 
in this behalf is accepted, the result would be 
that a candidate may succeed with the help of a 
manifesto which appeals for votes on account 
of his religion and yet his election would be 
valid. 

These decisions of the Supreme Court Bench 
are thus highly derogatory to the principle of 
secular democracy and the letter and spirit of 
Section 123(3) of the Representation of the 
People Act, 1951. It is to be hoped that a larger 
Bench of the Supreme Court will on a future 
occasion reconsider these decision and undo 
the great harm caused by them. 


Justice V. M. Tarkunde, (3 July 1909 - 22 March 2004), was a prominent Indian lawyer, civil rights 
activist, and humanist leader and has been referred to as the "Father of the Civil Liberties movement" in 
India. 


Courtesy: Editorial in the Radical Humanist, Feb 1996 
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Are Ghosts Real? Science Says No-o-o-o 


If you believe in ghosts, you're not alone: A 
2005 Gallup poll found that 37 percent of 
Americans believe in haunted houses, and 
about one-third believe in ghosts. Tens of 
thousands of people around the world actively 
search for ghosts as a hobby. Researcher 
Sharon Hill of the Doubtful Newsbiog counted 
about 2,000 active amateur ghost-hunting 
groups in America. 



Ghosts have been a popular subject for 
millennia, appearing in countless stories, from 
"Macbeth" to the Bible, and even spawning 
their own folklore genre: ghost stories. Ghosts 
are perhaps the most common paranormal 
belief in the world. Part of the reason is that 
belief in ghosts is part of a larger web of related 
paranormal beliefs, including near-death 
experience, life after death, and spirit 
communication. 

The idea that the dead remain with us in spirit is 
an ancient one, and one that offers many 
people comfort; who doesn't want to believe 
that our beloved but deceased family members 
aren't looking out for us, or with us in our times 
of need? Most people believe in ghosts 
because of personal experience; they have 
seen or sensed some unexplained presence. 


Benjamin Radford 

The science and logic of ghosts 

Personal experience is one thing, but scientific 
evidence is another matter. Part of the difficulty 
in investigating ghosts is that there is not one 
universally agreed-upon definition of what a 
ghost is. Some believe that they are spirits of 
the dead who for whatever reason get "lost" on 
their way to The Other Side; others claim that 
ghosts are instead telepathic entities projected 
into the world from our minds. 

Still others create their own special categories 
for different types of ghosts, such as 
poltergeists, residual hauntings, intelligent 
spirits and shadow people. Of course, it's all 
made up, like speculating on the different races 
of fairies or dragons: there are as many types 
of ghosts as you want there to be. 

There are many contradictions inherent in ideas 
about ghosts. For example, are ghosts material 
or not? Either they can move through solid 
objects without disturbing them, or they can 
slam doors shut and throw objects across the 
room. Logically and physically, it's one or the 
other. If ghosts are human souls, why do they 
appear clothed and with (presumably soulless) 
inanimate objects like hats, canes, and dresses 
— not to mention the many reports of ghost 
trains, cars and carriages? 

If ghosts are the spirits of those whose deaths 
were un-avenged, why are there unsolved 
murders, since ghosts are said to communicate 
with psychic mediums, and should be able to 
identify their killers for the police. And so on; 
just about any claim about ghosts raises logical 
reasons to doubt it. 

Ghost hunters use many creative (and dubious) 
methods to detect the spirits' presences, often 
including psychics. Virtually all ghost hunters 
claim to be scientific, and most give that 
appearance because they use high-tech 
scientific equipment such as Geiger counters. 
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Electromagnetic Field (EMF) detectors, ion 
detectors, infrared cameras and sensitive 
microphones. Yet none of this equipment has 
ever been shown to actually detect ghosts. 

Other people take exactly the opposite 
approach, claiming that the reason that ghosts 
haven't been proven to exist is that we simply 
don't have the right technology to find or detect 
the spirit world. But this, too, can't be correct: 
Either ghosts exist and appear in our ordinary 
physical world (and can therefore be detected 
and recorded in photographs, film, video, and 
audio recordings), or they don't. If ghosts exist 
and can be scientifically detected or recorded, 
then we should find hard evidence of that — yet 
we don't. If ghosts exist and cannot be 
scientifically detected or recorded, then all the 
photos, videos, and other recordings claimed to 
be evidence of ghosts cannot be ghosts. With 
so many basic contradictory theories — and so 
little science brought to bear on the topic — it's 
not surprising that despite the efforts of 
thousands of ghost hunters on television and 
elsewhere for decades, not a single piece of 
hard evidence of ghosts has been found. 

Why many believe 

Many people believe that support for the 
existence of ghosts can be found in no less a 
hard science than modern physics. It is widely 
claimed that Albert Einstein suggested a 
scientific basis for the reality of ghosts; if 
energy cannot be created or destroyed but only 
change form, what happens to our body's 
energy when we die? Could that somehow be 
manifested as a ghost? 

It seems like a reasonable assumption — 
unless you understand basic physics. The 
answer is very simple, and not at all mysterious. 


After a person dies, the energy in his or her 
body goes where all organisms' energy goes 
after death: into the environment. The energy is 
released in the form of heat, and transferred 
into the animals that eat us (i.e., wild animals if 
we are left unburied, or worms and bacteria if 
we are interred), and the plants that absorb us. 
There is no bodily "energy" that survives death 
to be detected with popular ghost-hunting 
devices. 

While most ghost hunters engage in harmless 
(and fruitless) fun, there can be a darker side. 
In the wake of popular ghost-hunting TV shows, 
police across the country have seen a surge in 
people being arrested, injured, and even killed 
while looking for ghosts. In 2010, a man died 
while ghost-hunting with a group of friends 
hoping to see the ghost of a train that crashed 
years earlier. The ghost train did not appear — 
but a real train came around a bend and killed 
one man. 

The evidence for ghosts is no better today than 
it was a year ago, a decade ago, or a century 
ago. There are two possible reasons for the 
failure of ghost hunters to find good evidence. 
The first is that ghosts don't exist, and that 
reports of ghosts can be explained by 
psychology, misperceptions, mistakes and 
hoaxes. The second option is that ghosts do 
exist, but that ghost hunters are simply 
incompetent. Ultimately, ghost hunting is not 
about the evidence (if it was, the search would 
have been abandoned long ago). Instead, it's 
about having fun with friends, telling stories, 
and the enjoyment of pretending they are 
searching the edge of the unknown. After all, 
everyone loves a good ghost story. 


Benjamin Radford is deputy editor of "Skepticai Inquirer" science magazine and author of six books, 
including "Scientific Paranormal Investigation: How to Solve Unexplained Mysteries." His website is 
WWW. Benjamin Radford, com. 


Courtesy: http://www.livescience.com/26697-are-ghosts-real.html 
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Philosophical Consequences of Modern Science: 
'Thesis' Antithesis 


M. V. Rama Murthy 


The facts relating to this Thesis constitute 
interesting reading. The zigzag turns, the twists 
all give a touch of drama to the course of the 
Thesis. Its chequered career is influenced and 
shaped by acts of well meaning and honest 
persons as well as by the sly and subtle ways 
of some others. 

Mr. N. Innaiah enrolled himself as a research 
scholar for Ph.D. degree course of Osmania 
University in the Department of Philosophy in 
October, 1965. The topic of research was "The 
Philosophical Consequences of Modern 
Science with special reference to the problem 
of Determinism." He had passed the preliminary 
Ph.D. test held in September, 1966. Mr. 
Innaiah was then one of the Lecturers in the 
Philosophy Department of Osmania University. 
As such, he submitted some research papers. 
They were commended by his supervisor for 
publication as article. He submitted his Thesis 
on 3rd October, 1969. He was not informed 
about the fate of his Thesis even by 22nd June, 
1973. Then the scholar wrote a letter to the 
Vice Chancellor of Osmania University 
requesting him, for the information. On 17th 
December, 1974 he was asked by the 
Controller of Examinations to revise his Thesis. 
He was furnished with extracts from the, reports 
of the Examiners. He submitted his revised 
Thesis on 30th March, 1976 . 

It is not out of place to refer to something that 
'happened prior to March 1976. There was a 
move to get an Aurobindo University 
established, by Prof. Madhusudhana Reddy. 
He is an Aurobindite. It was felt in many circles 


that he was making strenuous efforts to get an 
Aurobindo University established. This gave 
rise to a tirade against the said move 'by the 
rationalists and radical humanists in the form of 
a press statement. They wrote a 'Letter to the 
Editor' in a local English Daily. This seems to 
have irked the Aurobindites of Hyderabad. In 
the meanwhile, a One-man Commission 
headed by a retired Judge of Andhra Pradesh 
High Court, Mr. V. Parthasarathi, was 
appointed to go into the affairs of the University. 
Naturally, the way the Thesis of Mr N. Innaiah 
was dealt with, figured as one of the matters 
enquired into by the Commission. The report of 
the Commission in respect of the manner in 
which the Thesis was handled is revealing. It 
spoke of the entire episode as one of 'wrecked 
hope' and 'a blasted career. It stated that one 
could not part with the case "without being 
shaken to the core of one's being." Elsewhere 
in the report it is observed that "it is frustration 
that grows out of weary years of waiting that 
enhances or deepens the pathos of the 
tragedy." The Commission commented that the 
matter was "muddled through for several 
months with the incept handling repeating itself 
in an incredible manner." This evidently 
referred to the University's delay in taking the 
necessary action just prior to its directing the 
candidate on 17th December, 1974 to revise 
his Thesis. The Commission did not leave the 
matter without indicating the examination 
branch of the University by saying "that no one 
associated with the matter is free from 
blame." 
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It seems that the report of the Commission was 
sent to Dr. V Madhusudhana Reddy for 
comment. Events followed fast. Mr. Innaiah's 
supervisor and guide Dr. Madhusudhana 

Reddy tendered his resignation to the post of 
Professor and Head of Department of 

Philosophy. The news of this event was 

reported in the press with the date line of 25th 
April, 1976. Even this incident created problems 
for Mr. Innaiah for he was asked to submit the 
revised Thesis with the certificate from his 
supervisor. Under the circumstances then 

prevailing, it was impossible. 

Several factors till then unknown to the 
candidate became known, thanks to the enquiry 
by the One-man Commission. It seems that at 
first three examiners were appointed to 
evaluate the Thesis. They are : 

Prof. Leo Gabriel of Austria. 

Dr. Daya Krishna, Jaipur. 

Dr. V. Madhusudhana Reddy, Supervisor. 

While Prof. Leo Gabriel and Dr. V 
Madhusudhana Reddy had recommended the 
award of Ph.D degree. Dr. Daya Krishna had 
recommended its rejection. The University 
Syndicate at its 143rd meeting, held on 17th 
April, 1971, had resolved that the Thesis of 
Mr.Innaiah be referred to the fourth examiner. 
The offer was made to three foreign examiners 
in succession and ultimately it was sent ro Prof. 
Richard Necking of USA, on 6th July, 1972. 
Since the report of Prof. Necking was not 
received for a long time. Dr. Milick Gapek of 
Boston University was appointed as examiner. 
He sent the report in February 1974, stating 
that the Thesis should be thoroughly revised 
and resubmitted. The case was submitted to 
the University Syndicate on 10th June, 1974. It 
seems that the syndicate has resolved to call 


upon the candidate to revise the Thesis. The 
communication of the Syndicate's direction was 
made on 17th December 1974. Thus it can be 
seen that it took nearly two years from 17th 
April, 1971 onwards, for selecting an examiner 
who could be expected to agree to do the 
evaluation. Thereafter it took nearly four 
months for submitting the matter to the 
Syndicate i.e., from February, 1974 to June, 
1974 . Yet another six months were allowed to 
lapse from 10th June, 1974 to 17th December, 
1974 to communicate the syndicate's resolution 
to the candidate. It is this delay that was the 
subject of adverse comment by the One-man 
commission headed by Mr. Parthasarathy, 

The English daily press reported the news of 
the report by the Commission and the 
consequent resignation of the guide. As per 
Rule 26(b) of Ph.D. rules of Osmania University, 
the revised Thesis shall, as tar as possible, be 
referred to the same examiners for their opinion. 
But this rule was not brought to the notice of the 
Vice-Chancellor who appointed on 18th May, 
1976, the following three teachers as 
examiners: 

Prof. K Satchitananda Murthy, Tirupathi 
Prof. N K Devraj, Varanasi 
Dr, Barlingay, Poona 

The Thesis was sent to the said examiners who 
submitted the reports. While Dr. K. 
Satchitananda Murthy recommended the award 
of Ph.D. degree. Prof. N. K. Devraj and Dr. 
Barlingay, have suggested the revision of the 
Thesis. Cn 11th January, 1977 the syndicate 
passed a resolution to call upon the candidate 
to revise and resubmit his Thesis in the light of 
the remarks made by examiners (2) and (3). All 
these facts are adverted to in the note before 
the syndicate at its meeting on 4th June, 1977 . 
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The Dean, Faculty of Arts was requested on 
1st March, 1977 to communicate to the 
candidate that he should revise the Thesis. He 
was suggested that the reports of the three 
examin'rs be communicated to the candidate. 
Accordingly, on 10th March, 1977, the 
University sent a note to the candidate calling 
upon him to revise the thesis. The extracts from 
the reports of the examiners were supplied to 
him . On 21st May, 1977 he wrote a letter to 
the University protesting against the procedure 
and requesting that he be awarded with the 
degree of Ph.D. The University seemed to have 
been perplexed by the very irregularities it had 
been committing and so it was considered by 
the syndicate at its meeting on 4th June, 1977. 
It decided to cancel the communication dated 
10th March, 1977, directing revision. It further 
directed the Controller of Examinations to send 
the revised Thesis of 30th March, 1976 to Dr. 
Mitlic Gaspek of USA, Dr V. Madhusudhana 
Reddy and Prof. Leo Gabriel. In June 1977, two 
copies of the Thesis were sent to Prof. Leo 
Gabriel and Prof. Gaspek. Prof. Gaspek sent it 
to his colleague Prof. N. Bhattacharya and the 
University later acquiesced in it. Prof. 
Bhattacharya sent his report on 30th March, 
1978. to Prof. K J Shah, who was appointed in 
the place of Prof. Madhusudhana Reddy, who 
did not reply to the University's communication, 
he being out of service then. Prof. Shah sent 
his report on 18th September, 1978. Both the 
examiners rejected the thesis. All these facts 
became known when the University filed a 
counter to the W.P. 476 of 1979, on the file of 
the Andhra Pradesh High Court. 

Cn 15th June, 1977, Mr. Innaiah was informed 
that his representation was under consideration. 
Evidently the University did not choose to 
inform the candidate about the revised Thesis 
being sent to the original examiners. As time 


was running fast, as nearly 10 years have 
elapsed after the candidate's submission of the 
Thesis on 3rd Cctober, 1969, he became 
courageous enough to file a Writ Petition No. 
476 of 1979 in the High Court of Andhra 
Pradesh on 19th January 1979, praying for the 
issue of a writ of mandamus directing the 
University to constitute a Board of Examiners to 
conduct the Viva-voce for him in relation to his 
Thesis. The University filed the counter. The 
position stood thus — The original Thesis was 
read by four examiners out of which two have 
recommended award of the degree; one recom¬ 
mended rejection and one opted for directing 
revision. The revised Thesis was perused by 
five examiners out of which one has 
recommended acceptance, two for rejection 
and two opined that it needed revision. Thus 
out of nine Scholars who had the privilege of 
examining the Thesis either in the original form 
or in the revised form, opinions were expressed 
as follows. Three examiners recommended 
acceptance, while another three examiners 
rejected its worthiness and the remaining three 
chose to direct revision. Thus it is evident that 
the matter was not free from doubt. Moreover, 
one fact became evident that there was a wide 
difference of opinion between the Austrian 
school and the American School in respect of 
the subject itself. This can be inferred from the 
communication of Dr. Gaspek to the University 
as referred to the counter to WP. 476 of 1979. 
Prejudices seemed to have played a vital part 
in the decision of the examiners who ought to 
be above these considerations. Apart from that, 
the University cannot be expected to direct the 
candidate to revise the Thesis twice, as rules 
do not permit the same. What all happened 
after the reports of the original examiners i.e., 
what happened after 1971 is null and void as 
being contrary to law and he rules. At any rate, 
as two out of the three examiners of the First 
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Board recommended acceptance of the 
candidate's Thesis, it should have been 
accepted for award of the degree. 

Then Mr. Justice Alladi Kuppuswami, dierected 
the University on 6th February, 1980, to 
consider the position as it obtained in 1971 
after the receipt of the reports of the examiners 
viz. Prof. V. Madhusudhana Reddy, Prof. Leo 
Gabriel of Austria and Prof. Daya Krishna. The 
Vice-Chancellor was directed to decide within 
one month whether he should direct the viva- 
voce examination to be conducted, or the 
Thesis should be revised or rejected. The Court 
was also pleased to direct that viva-voce should 
be conducted within two months if the Vice- 
Chancellor chose to do so. 

One would expect smooth sailing thereafter, but 
alas, it was not so. Mr.Innaiah as called upon 
by the University by its communication dated 
16th April, 1980 to appear for the viva-voce 
examination on 27th April, 1980. He complied 
with the direction. There, to his dismay and 
consternation, he found only two examiners, 
one who rejected his Thesis viz. Prof. Daya 
Krishna and the other his erstwhile supervisor 
Prof, V. Madhusudhan Reddy who by that time 
rejoined service in the University. What 
happened at the interview was far from being 
happy. The viva-voce examination was not 
utilised for the purpose for which it was 
intended i.e. to determine whether after all the 
scholar has written the Thesis or somebody 
else did it for him with the connivance of the 
supervisor. The two examiners did not have the 
advantage of reading the Thesis again for they 
did not have copies of the same with them. The 
last time they read it was in 1970 or so i.e., 
nearly a decade ago. The copy of the scholar 
was borrowed by them and questions poured 
forth. What transpired at the interview was 


referred by the candidate in his letters to the 
Vice-Chancellor dated 27th April, 1980. i.e., the 
very day of the examination and dated 6th May, 

1980. On 16th June, 1980 the Vice-Chancellor 
of the University chose to reject the Thesis 
submitted by Mr. Innaiah. This was unexpected 
for the supervisor and guide commended the 
Thesis as early as 1970. Presumably he must 
have changed his stand. Consistent with his 
earlier stand. Prof. Daya Krishna might have 
rejected the Thesis as unworthy for acceptance. 
Eyebrows were raised as it is probably the first 
time in the University that a Thesis was rejected 
in viva-voce and probably first occasion in the 
academic history of India when a guide and 
supervisor went back on his earlier recom¬ 
mendation. Mr. Innaiah filed the Writ Petition 
No. 3452 of 1980, praying that the Andhra 
Pradesh High Court might be pleased to direct 
the University to award the degree of Ph.D. to 
him. The University filed a counter. Ms. Justice 
Amareswari by her judgement dated 14th April, 

1981, accepted the contention of the scholar 
that viva-voce conducted on 27th April, 1980, 
was against the rules framed by the University 
as only two examiners were present then. The 
Hon'ble judge set aside the viva-voce. She 
opined that there was neither logic nor 
justification in appointing Dr. Daya Krishna as 
an examiner for the viva-voce as he had earlier 
rejected the thesis outright and denounced it in 
the harshest terms. Prof. Madhusudhana 
Reddy was found to have written on 27th April, 
1980 to the Vice-Chancellor. His letter reads as 
follows ;- "In the context of the disturbing 
controversy into which my name got involved, I 
request you kindly to keep me out of any panel 
of adjudicators that you may contemplate for 
the purpose," This attitude of Prof. 
Madhusudhana Reddy was quite appropriate 
and befitting the membership of the academic 
community had the matter stood there. 
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Moreover Mr. Parthasarathy as the One-man 
Commission, opined that one of the contribu¬ 
tory factors for the delay in respect of the 
Thesis was “remissness" on the part of the 
internal examiner, thereby meaning Dr. 
Madhusudhana Reddy. It was unfortunate that 
he should have decided to sit as an examiner 
for viva-voce. The Court thought that Dr. 
Madhusudhana Reddy's presence at the viva- 
voce examination, should be dispensed with, in 
the circumstances of the case. It opined that 
the University has power under Rule 32 to 
dispense with the viva-voce in certain cases. It 
directed the University to adjudicate upon the 
Thesis in the light of its observations without 
any further delay. To a call attention of an 
M.L.A., the Hon'ble Minister for Education 
stated in the A.P. Legislative Assembly that the 
University has decided to award the degree of 
Ph.D to Mr. Innaiah in the Convocation to be 
held on 14th May, 1981. Ultimately, he was 
awarded with the degree. Thus, Mr. Innaiah 
became Dr. Innaiah, 

The price paid by Mr. Innaiah was heavy. For 
want of Ph.D. degree he had to lose the 
opportunities of continuing in the University. He 
became a freelance journalist and ultimately 
ended up by now as a working journalist. It took 
him nearly 12 years after the submission of his 
Thesis to get the degree. It involved two legal 


battles in the High Court. The University took 
nearly eleven years to reject the Thesis at the 
first instance. Such an inordinate delay 
engendering horrible mental agony to the 
scholar is unheard of in the annals of the 
academic life. 

Mr. N K Acharya the present president of the 
Hyderabad Rationalist Association and editor of 
the 'Indian Rationalist' during 1967-1971 stood 
the ground and argued Mr. Innaiah's case with 
ability and steadfastness of purpose. 

The success of Mr. Innaiah is the tale of victory 
of the cause of 'Justice to the Scholars.' It may 
appear to be the lone fight of a single person; 
yet it partakes of the character of a fight for the 
vindication of rights of scholars to have their 
dissertations treated with consideration and 
sympathy in keeping with the highest principles 
of the academic life. It is neither a craving for 
charity nor is a praying for mercy. It is a 
reminder to the Academies to keep flying the 
banner of intellectualism in the country. It is a 
beacon light beckoning the academic 
community to develop spirit of enquiry, respect 
for knowledge and attitude of detachment. All 
kudos to Dr. Innaiah who braved the hardship 
and suffering to raise the standard of revolt for 
a just and noble cause. 


To all those who I do not know, and who live In the worlds where superstitions and barbarism are still 
dominant, I offer the modest encouragement of an older wisdom. It Is In fact this, and not any arrogant 
preaching, that comes to us out of the whirlwind: Die Stimme der Vernunft 1st lelse. Yes, "The voice of 
reason Is soft." But It Is very persistent. In this, and In the lives and minds of combatants, known and 
unknown, we repose our chief hope. 


Christopher Hitchens 
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Uniting the Nation: 

Asghar Aii Engineer’s Struggie for Preservation of Piurai Ethos 

Ram Puniyani 

The events of last over two decades have shown us, more than before that the efforts of 
dividing the nation by communal forces have been a major obstacle to social peace and process of 
development. In India while the communal violence began with the Jabalpur riot of 1961, it is from last 
couple of decades especially from 1980s that the divisive politics has tried to drive a wedge between 
different communities along religious lines. The regret is that it is only few social workers and scholars 
who took this issue in all its seriousness and Asghar Aii Engineer can be counted amongst those few. 
He also spent major part of his social efforts to fight against the ideology and machinations which led to 
communal violence and the victimization of minorities, time and over again, year after year. 

Engineer was a student when Jabalpur riots took place. It clearly left a deep mark on him. The 
imprint of this tragedy got reflected in his social engagement with the issues related to communal 
violence and communal politics all through. His talks and articles reflect about the impact of Jabalpur 
violence, its impact on nation and its influence on the conscience keeper of the nation. Pundit 
Jawaharlal Nehru. Engineer’s work on the issue of communal violence, communal ideology and 
communalization of society spans on a vast canvass and will easily fill volumes. 

His work, to be referred below, shows that he took a serious interest in understanding 
the dynamics of communal violence, he must have spent days in and days out, investigating the 
communal riots, their aftermath and their impact on the social and political affairs. He can easily be 
credited with being the major scholar-activist who pioneered this area of investigation. He spent 
enormous energy to investigate and analyze the communal violence in India. He can also be regarded 
as the foremost scholar-activist who not only commented on the issues related to communalism, but 
also gave his forthright opinion on the range of those, against the heavy odds. He has been criticized by 
the communalists of both the religions for his opposition to the politics of violence in the name of religion. 

This article takes an overview of his work in the area of communal violence investigation and 
his contribution to campaigns for promotion of secular values. It is based on understanding his work 
from the vantage point of a close working relationship with him as a friend and associate. I have also 
tried to take the overview of his massive contribution from the point of someone who not only witnessed 
his work from close quarters, with awe admiration and some criticism, but also tried to learn from him to 
give direction to my own work. 


2 



Thought & Action 


Jul-Sept 2013 


Communal Violence 

The communal violence of Jablapur (1961) shook Engineer very deeply, the very concept of 
violence in the name of religions was anathema to him as he was steeped in the spirituality of Islam 
right from his childhood. He was taught that Islam does not preach violence, and no religion teaches 
violence, so why this violence in the name of religion. This is the point when he decided to devote his 
life to promote communal harmony. It was an event which was to shape the course of life and work. He 
not only intervened after the events of communal violence to douse the fire of the violence but made it a 
central part of his initial life as an activist to investigate the acts of violence in depth. Starting from 
Biharsharif riots to Gujarat carnage, he spent time in unraveling the truth of the violence mostly by field 
studies. His reports on these events are a landmark in the area of riot investigation, in understanding the 
underlying machinations of this phenomenon. Biharsharif was a stronghold of CPI due to its following 
amongst the Bidi workers. Dr Engineer could unravel that RSS in order to spread it hold in the area, 
used the dispute between Yadavs and Muslims over the land for cemetery, to instigate the violence 
(1981). 

Godhra witnessed riots on and off during 1980-81. Engineer investigated these riots as a part of 
a team. The conflict here was mainly between Sindhis and Ghanchi Muslims. While Sindhi immigrants 
were looked down by other Hindus, for various reasons but those Hindu groups supported them against 
Muslims. The material reasons of poverty of Ghanchi Muslims and growing demands of Sindhis for 
facilities was the root cause of the trouble which assumed religious color. The report pointed out that 
rumors played a lot of role in this violence. 

Engineer also studied the Ahmedabad violence of 1982. Extensive field investigation was done 
for this. In this case the poor Muslim locality of Kalupur and Daryaganj face the brunt of the violence. An 
incident over kite flying turned into stone throwing and violence. Just prior to this VHP had started its 
work in these areas and prepared the ground for the skirmishes. VHP virulently talked against the 
conversions of Harijans to Islam. The communal forces resorted to heavy propaganda, especially 
through distribution of leaflets in the area. These leaflets used a communal version of history, 
demonization of Muslim kings, and emphasis on singing Vande Mataram, and opposing those who kill 
cow. Some people drew the attention of Gujarat government to this virulent propaganda, but there was 
no response to those appeals. 

Pune and Sholapur were in the grip of violence in 1981-82. These were precipitated in the 
aftermath of Ahmedabad violence and VHP as usual had been at the forefront of spreading the 
communal venom. It was a period when VHP had launched a Jan Jagaran (People’s Awakening) 
campaign all over India. This campaign was based on demonization of Muslims as foreigners, beef 
eaters, etc. This was also a riot which took place in the aftermath of Meenkshipuram conversion of dalits 
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to Islam in 1981. Dr. Engineer makes a very pertinent point while relating the communal violence to the 
core issue of atrocities on dalits. He points out, “VHP is raising the hue and cry of conversions of 
Harijans in Meenakshipuram so that people do not pay attention to the screams of dalits burning in the 
pyre of discrimination.” 

The aggressive campaign of VHP intimidated the Muslims. VHP took out a procession with 
portraits of Golwalkar and Manusmiriti, along with those of Gandhi and Ambedkar. The procession tore 
down the hoardings with Muslim names, including the one of Maulana Abul Kalam Azad and shouted 
anti Muslim slogans. The procession changed its permitted route and entered Muslim locality, attacked 
Muslim hotels and shops were stoned. 

In Sholapur also situation was similar. Here they propagated the myth of rising Muslim 
population to provoke the people. Here also trouble began with VHP procession on 15**^ Feb. 1982. The 
procession when it came near Punjab Talim Mosque, it started giving anti Muslim provocative slogans. 
There was attack on small shops owned by Muslims after which Muslims were attacked. 

Meerut riots have also been a big sore on our polity. Meerut a city with great syncretic traditions 
also suffered the violence. Here the main goal was to co-opt the dalits, to give them liquor etc and to 
use them for violence against Muslims. Here the riot had more political reasons than economic ones. 
The riot was instigated on the issue of some piau (where one gets water to drink). One Muslim advocate 
and another trust were involved. Tension mounted in April 1982 and the provocative propaganda was 
stepped up. Biased attitude of police and communal slant of newspapers added to fuel to the fire. 
Similarly Vadodara Hyderabad and Assam riots were also studied by him. 

His major observations have been that a small incident is taken advantage of by communal 
forces, the rumors add havoc to the situation and communalized state apparatus, police in particular, 
plays a partisan role, worsening the plight of minorities. 

Apart form these riots of Mumbai 1992-93 (Report of EKTA Samiti, 1993) Gujarat carnage has 
also been studied by him (Sowing Hate and Reaping Violence, CSSS 2003). The studies by him have 
been used as a base by many a scholars to make interpretations and conclusions about the 
phenomenon of communal violence. He does interpret every riot on its ground and the specificities of 
the particular violence are well reflected in his studies and reports. Another aspect which emerges from 
his studies and reports is that gradually the intensity of communal violence is worsening, and it did peak 
in Gujarat violence. He has vividly presented the failure and complicity of police machinery in this 
violence. It seems that the deeper process of communalization has been going up in last three decades. 
And now even the other minority Christians have also been brought under the chopping block of 
communal forces. 
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He also draws our attention to the fact that these episodes are not sporadic or spontaneous. 
There is a deeper motive behind these. There is a good deal of planning in such episodes. His other 
studies-reports show that popular perceptions about minorities lay the base for violence, the 
propagation of myths and biases against Muslims and Christians make the job of the communal group 
easier. What is undeniable is that communal forces take advantage of every conceivable opportunity to 
strengthen them, first by instigating the violence, then perpetuating it and in the process they increase 
their political power. 

Apart from his own book-reports on the violence he has edited several volumes on the issue 
Communal Violence in Post Independence India, Communal Violence after Independence, Bhivandi 
Riots, and Communalism and Communal violence to name the few. He continues to chronicle the 
communal riots on regular basis and these are published as Issues in Secular Perspective, the January 
issue of this periodical carries his compilation and analysis of Communal Riots of the year past. 

Communalism-Secularism 

Activist’s scholars in India have faced a challenging task of understanding, defining and 
intervening in the situations related to communal violence. How does one understand the phenomenon 
of communalism in Indian society? Why India is plagued with this problem? These must have been the 
issues dogging his mind when he began his parallel study of Indian history and analysis of 
contemporary issues. 

While unraveling the Indian history, the communal interpretation of which is major component of 
communalization of social thinking, he focused on overcoming the communal interpretation of history 
and presented the view of looking as history of kings as battles for power and wealth. He understands 
lives of people as an ongoing journey of interaction, some frictions and major synthesizing tendencies 
resulting in syncretic traditions. His major book on this, Communalism in India (Vikas, 1995) gives a 
good reflection of his thinking on the issue. He tried to evolve his workshops with different sections of 
society on these lines. Later he came out with many articles and books on this issue. 

In his work the medieval history is presented not as a battle between Hindu and Muslim kings 
but as battles between kings for power and wealth. He draws heavily from original sources and from the 
works of national Historians. The issue of temple destructions, Jijia, policies of Muslim kings, spread of 
Islam and other aspect of social life during that period gives a good reflection of those times and is an 
effective tool in breaking the myths and misconceptions in peoples mind about it. The traditions of Sufis, 
Bhakti saints and their emphasis on values of love and amity is brought out effectively. The mixed 
traditions of society do convey that Hindus and Muslims were good companions and religion was not the 
cause of discord, the social interests were, and sometime surely these interests did come in the garb of 
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religion. But communalism as a political phenomenon was introduced here after the coming of British 
rule. 

He takes up the vexed issue of role of Muslim leadership in freedom movement and the role of 
communalists, Muslims and Hindus both in aggravating the communal violence even in pre¬ 
independence India. He handles the issue of partition of the country very delicately to focus that the 
main responsibility of partition lies on the head of British, while Congress leadership and Jinnah’s 
obstinate nature added to the issue. He seems to agree more with Maulana Abul Kalam Azad on this 
point that partition could have been prevented had Maulana’s suggestion of sticking to Cripps Mission 
proposals been accepted. 

As a part of dispelling myths about Muslim minorities he has written on the ‘Role of Muslims in 
Freedom struggle’. Fascinated by the approach of Gandhi in politically uniting different communities and 
emphasizing on non-violence and peace he has also compiled volume on Gandhi and communal 
harmony. His fascination for Gandhian approach to communal problems is seen in his work all through. 
His sense of Gender justice is very strong and he has shown how Islam gives equality to women, and 
highlights how women are the worst victims of communal violence. The list of his contributions and web 
site gives and ample insight into his concerns and how he has handled them in a humane manner. His 
regular publication. Secular Perspective has a good circulation and is reproduced in many a websites 
and newspapers across the globe. 

Secular Intervention: 

It is difficult to decide as to which aspect of Engineer’s work is more important than other. There 
is a deeper integration in different facets of the work and one can see the deeper connection between 
different facets of his work. 

His intervention in social issues began with his concern for communal harmony. His urge to 
study and understand the communal problem began with the tragedy of Jabalpur violence, later his 
study led him to intervene and undertake the campaigns and awareness work to promote communal 
harmony work. In Mumbai from late sixties he brought together like minded friends in to groups, Awaz-e- 
Biradaran. This group started talking about communal problem and raising the awareness about need 
for harmony through taks in schools and colleges. As Engineer had deep interest in Urdu literature also, 
he did come in contact with prominent writers who also got involved in helping in the harmony work. 
With outbreak of Bhivandi riots, 1970, he camped in Bhivandi, along with Balraj Sahni the renowned 
actor, for two weeks, going to villages and talking to the victims and helping them. His group also 
involved prominent writers to issue the message of peace through All India Radio. 
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In Mumbai he also became part of Indo Pak friendship movement. At the same time he came in 
contact with the Sampradayikta Virodhi Committee (Committee against Communalism) in which doyens 
like Subhadra Joshi and D.R. Goyal were associated and Engineer started contributing to their work. 

The response of Muslim leadership to the issue of Ramjanmbhumi disturbed him immensely, he 
held that Muslim leadership should be in the background, and the issue should primarily be tackled by 
secular activists and scholars. He also brought to the notice of Muslim leadership that it is important to 
agitate on the issues of Muslim poverty and backwardness. The Gopal Singh Committee report, which 
was lying in the cold storage, needs to be implemented. He himself involved many secular activists to 
issue appeals for peace. 

He took initiative to form EKTA Committee in the wake of Meerut riots in 1987. This became the 
platform for trade unions and other progressive people of Mumbai to campaign for peace and to oppose 
the rising tide of communalism. 

I witnessed his work directly mainly from 1992-93. During the Mumbai riots he undertook many 
a peace marches in troubled areas. The lasting impression in my mind is that of a sincere, honest and 
committed scholar activist. During the Mumbai violence, his office became a natural place for all the 
activists to meet and during those meetings over hundred activists used to throng to his office, standing 
in different corners of the small office, even balcony of the office used to be full to the brim. He used to 
sit in the middle, on the floor and used to conduct the meting and make the plans for action. Most of the 
planning’s were peace marches and community work. Behrampada, a area near Bandra was given 
special attention for work, peace marches. Peace marches were also organized in different part of the 
city. 

These marches had important effect on the psyche of society and these gave lot of hope to the 
victims. As a peak of these efforts on 26‘*^ January 1993, in the thick of communal violence looming on 
the horizon, he organized a Peace march into the main areas of Mumbai. These activities were 
supplemented by the investigation into the Mumbai riots and the report brought out by EKTA Committee 
was remarkable for its in-depth work. This brought him face to face with the reality that police; the arm of 
the state to control the violence itself is much communalized. He decided to approach the police 
authorities for conducting workshops for communal harmony. It will be impossible to count the number 
of these workshops scattered in different parts of Mumbai, Mahrashtra and all over the country. He was 
faced with the challenging questions based on the biases against Muslims, their food habits, violence 
nature, Muslim Kings destroying temples, polygamy and what not. To his credit he has been conducting 
this difficult workshop with dignity and modesty coupled with deep scholarship of the issues. 


7 



Thought & Action 


Jul-Sept 2013 


Center for Study of Society and Secuiarism 

Meanwhile he took up the task of formalizing the awareness programs and was instrumental in 
laying the foundation of Center for Study of Society and Secularism, which has emerged as the premier 
center for spreading awareness about secular issues. The CSSS, as we refer to it in brief, has also 
undertaken research on the contemporary issues relating to the National Integration. On awareness 
front CSSS began experimenting with various modules for different sections of community. Its 
workshops ranged from half a day affair to seven day in depth workshops for serious activists and 
teachers. These workshops cover the theme starting from History to the contemporary issues, terrorism, 
Islam and peace, values of freedom movement. I can guess that thousands of activists and others must 
have benefited from these workshops. CSSS has also set up Institute of Peace Studies and Conflict 
Resolution to formalize the training of activists into secular values. Plans are also foot to initiate the 
longer training for activists, teachers and students. 

His own engagement with multiple lectures and accepting infinite invitations from all over the 
country and globe are another facet of his work. What needs a mention here is his membership of 
National Integration Council during the UPA regime (2004-2009). He forthrightly raised the issues 
related to harassment of minorities in the name of terrorism amongst other issues. His interventions, 
along with the similar one’s from other important members and the efforts of tribunal on the issue, did 
affect the Government policy. With these interventions the routine pursed by Police authorities to arrest 
large number of innocent Muslims youth in the wake of blasts anywhere, came to halt. 

He has also been a major part of the process to bring together all the activists working for the 
cause of secularism. Groups working for communal harmony all over the country have come together as 
a platform from last few years. All India Secular Forum. 

Touching Moments 

While one is talking on the social contribution of a person of high stature, there are some 
anecdotes which have been very touching at personal levels. I have shared lot of meetings and travels 
together along the course of our work. The interaction during these periods has been another learning 
and sharing experience for me. One is privy to sharing his thoughts and ideas on most of the issues. 

I cannot help but recount an anecdote, which has left a deep impression on me. One of the 
mornings we were standing in the Mumbai University campus hall. The seminar was to begin in another 
10-15 minutes or so. As we were waiting one of the speakers came in a taxi and we welcomed him. As 
we were talking to the speaker, the taxi driver got down, did a respectful namaste (greeting) to Engineer 
and said. Sir please continue your work, your writing, it is a source of peace for the society. I am sure 
there must be innumerable persons around the globe with similar sentiments. 
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Irrationality of Astrology 


Dr Narendra Dabholkar 

The stars in the sky, twinkling from such a vast distance, allured the primitive man. They 
regularly appeared in the sky and moved in their set orbit day after day, year after year without fail. As 
compared to this, man’s life on earth was insecure and irregular. The order and persistence in their 
behaviour of the stars fascinated him. He has been watching the stars since time immemorial. The 
Babylonians started making notes of the movements of stars and planets as early as 4200 years 
BC. Their observations born out of curiosity revealed many important phenomena such as the change 
in seasons according to the change in the sun’s position in the sky; high and low tide according to the 
moon’s waxing and waning; eclipses of the sun and moon and determining directions with the help of 
positions of stars. After observing and making notes for hundreds of years, these record keepers were 
able to draw some inferences. On the basis of these inferences they could foretell the full moon or no 
moon days; predict eclipses and their timings, appearance of a comet or appearance of those stars that 
indicate change of season. The astrologers of those ancient days were able to forecast, after 
appearance of certain stars in the sky, when it would rain and advice people when the Nile would 
spread alluvial soil on its banks so that farmers can start sowing. Later the knowledge of constellations 
and cycle of seasons was utilized for agriculture and that of stars to indicate direction to the travelers 
during nights. This led to the argument that since the terrestrial phenomena are related to the sun and 
the moon and the stars, the latter must be affecting human life too. In the beginning astronomy, 
mathematics and astrology together formed one composite science. Gradually, however, as science 
flourished in the human culture, mathematics became an independent discipline. In the 16**^ century 
Astronomy too became an independent subject for investigation. Thereafter whatever these two eminent 
sciences discarded as worthless remained as astrology. However by then some forecasters had 
developed vested interest in astrology. They succeeded in providing succor to the weak human mind. 
This human need helped astrology to survive. 

The argument “how can astrology be false when all people, educated and uneducated, resort to 
it for help and solace?” is irrational. Many people do many things. But the fact does not prove that those 
things are right or scientific. Many people all over the country eat tobacco or drink or are involved in 
corruption. Their behavior is not considered as right or scientifically correct and does not fit in the norms 
of public behaviour. There are specific criteria to decide whether a certain thing is scientific or not. 
These criteria are identical everywhere in the world. Astrology will be recognized as a science only 
when it fulfills all these criteria. At present however it is far from being a science. 
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We are told that in India the tradition of Astrology is as old as that of the Vedas. However in the 
‘Vedang Jotish’ (one of the six sciences considered as part of Vedas) part of Rigved and Yajurved, there 
is not even a mention of Phalajotish, i.e. astrology. Nevertheless, the idea that the stars and planets 
determine the past and the future of human beings fits quite well with the Hindu theory of ‘Karmavipak 
(products of sins in after births) and Pprarabdha (fortunes determined by deeds in past life), Vidhilikhit 
(destiny) and Poorvasanchit (accumulated sin and merits of past life)’. So the Hindu mind readily 
accepted Phalajotish or astrology. All this still, does not provide any evidence to elevate astrology to the 
level of science. 

To claim astrology to be a science because it has survived for thousands of years or because 
great sages wrote huge tomes on it, is wrong. For thousands of years we have been harbouring a 
number of misconceptions like -the earth is flat; the sun revolves round the earth from east to west; 
earth-quakes are caused by the huge serpent called Sheshnag by shaking his head; the daemons Rahu, 
Ketu swallow the sun and the moon and cause eclipses; a pregnant woman should not cut vegetables 
during an eclipse lest her child will have cleft lips: performing Yadnya brings rain and prosperity; the list 
goes on and on. But as science advanced, all these misconceptions got washed away in its course. 
Bhrigusanhita, an ancient tome is proffered as evidence of the divine knowledge of astrology. It is 
claimed that our omniscient Rishis, before whom the past, present and the future are open to view, have 
written in this tome the future of all human beings born from the time when human beings came into 
existence on this earth and of all those who will be born till the end of the world, including those 
presently living. The claim, that those Rishis intuitively knew what passes in the world, has little truth in it. 
No science can be developed out of intuition; the edifice of science can be constructed only by sound 
systematic study of natural phenomena and human experience. 

People adopt a number of ways to forecast future. A few are given below. 

1. Using a parrot to forecast future. 

2. Crystal gazing. 

3. Looking through lampblack. 

4. Looking through Rudraksha (the berry of a sacred tree). 

5. Ramal Vidya (divining by figures and lines and dice.) 

6. Divining the future using numbers. 

7. Chiromancy. 

8. Palmistry. 

9. Horoscope or astrology. 

10. Bhrigusamhitaa or Nadi Granth. 
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There are a few more such devices of fortune telling. But none of them is a scientific method. 
The moment any one mentions this fact, astrologers are up against him. The argument they put forth is: 
we accept when a physician diagnoses some disease because he is systematically trained for it; ‘a 
layman who is not trained and does not know anything in medicine should not make any comments on 
his diagnosis. Likewise those who have not studied astrology and therefore are ignorant about it have 
no right to comment on or raise objection to astrology.’ Prima facie this argument appears quite 
incontrovertible; but in reality it is not. The argument cunningly misguides us and we should figure out 
how. 

Karani and Mooth Maarane (doing evil through incantation or magic), Sorcery, Witchcraft, 
Bhanamati, and such other incidents occur often at many places. These are all superstitions. In the 
Maharashtra Assembly a bill has been passed for banning superstitions that are exploitative and 
dangerous to life. Nobody can claim that all these are matters of black magic and those who do not 
study black magic have no right to oppose them or insist on a law to prevent them. The laws of science 
and black magic are mutually conflicting and have nothing in common with each other. The case of 
astrology is not different. The so called science of astrology that claims a brilliant tradition of 2000 years 
has not been able to spell out any universally acceptable law that would stand a scientific test. 

Three Hypotheses of Astrology: 

To prove anything scientifically formulating a hypothesis is a must. Next the statement needs to 
be proved by observation, examination, rigorous logic, mathematics, direct experience and experiment. 
The astrologers who claim astrology to be a science have so far failed to produce any such hypothesis 
to date. So the question of examining any hypothesis simply does not arise. However, obviously, there 
is an unproved hypothesis on the basis of which the whole practice of astrology depends; and 
astrologers too admit that the whole edifice of astrology rests on such a hypothesis. It can be spelt out 
as below: 

• The stars and planets in the sky constantly influence human life. 

• This influence depends on the time of birth of an individual. 

• That determines an individual’s future which is comprehensible and can at times be changed. 
This is the basis of the whole edifice of astrology. Even a little investigation reveals its hollowness. 
There is a lot of ambiguity in astrology while determining which planets affect human life. Thousands of 
stars and a few planets dwelling in the sky have no place what so ever in the horoscope. Including all of 
them, of course, is not practicable. Secondly astrologers of the old, when this system of astrology was 
developed, had no inkling of how vast is the expanse of the universe. Our earth exists in the solar 
system and the astrologers of the olden days considered only this system, and that was quite 
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reasonable. This is how the present astrologers justify the exclusion of thousands of stars. Granted; but 
there is lot of confusion even in considering only the planets of the solar system. They have no idea 
about the enormity of these planets nor do they know how vast the distance between them and the 
earth is. 

The planets that are used to make a horoscope are sun, moon, mars, mercury, Jupiter, Venus, 
Saturn, Rahu and Ketu. The planets Uranus, Neptune and Pluto found no mention in the horoscopes 
that were made 150 years ago because they were not then discovered and therefore the astrologers 
were not aware of their existence. But they should have known their existence since they call 
themselves ‘makers of the science of astrology’. Now let us look at the status of those so called planets 
mentioned in the horoscopes. The sun that is mentioned as planet by the astrologers is, in fact, a star. 
The moon too is not a planet but a satellite of the earth. Rahu and Ketu, regarded to be planets, don’t 
even exist. The two points where the orbit of the moon crosses earth’s orbit are named Rahu and Ketu. 
Astrologers of the old visualized Rahu and Ketu as big boa constrictors or daemons who swallow the 
sun and the moon and cause their eclipse. (Like Rahu and Ketu, astrologers from the south consider 
one more imaginary planet called Mandi in their horoscope while Western astrologers totally ignore 
these three imaginary planets.) Moon, the lone satellite of the earth finds a place in the horoscopes but 
not a single satellite of Jupiter is considered; although so far 63 satellites of Jupiter have been 
discovered and many of them are two and a half times as large as the moon. Altogether, out of the 9 
planets of the horoscope, the sun is not a planet but a star; the moon is a satellite of the earth and the 
Rahu and Ketu do not exist. Thus 4 out of 9 entities that form the horoscope are wrong, which amounts 
to 44% of the total assumptions. 

The question, ‘which is the most menacing of all the planets to human beings of our solar 
system?’ would invariably be answered by a Maharashtriyan as ‘the Saturn’. Such is the dread of the 
planet Saturn. In fact the most dangerous and most influential planet of the solar system that affects 
human beings is our earth. All the pleasures and pains of a human life are bound with this planet as the 
whole human life is spent on the earth. Yet the earth has no place in the horoscope! The reason offered 
by the astrologers, for this lapse, is that the earth is the center of the solar system. Thus they refute in 
one stroke, all the progress made from Copernicus till date, in the field of astronomy! 

How can one prove that something is scientific? The simple rule to determine this is that, it 
should be possible to examine the effectiveness of that entity, independently by Scientific Outlook. For 
example, a particular disease is cured by certain decoction of medicinal herbs. Let us assume that this 
decoction is made out of ten different plants. Naturally the recovery from the disease is due to the 
combined effect of all the ten plants. But it does not reveal which of the ten plants affects which 
symptoms of the disease. To find out this, we will have to make ten different decoctions of the ten plants 
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and observe which plant affects which symptom of the disease and how. This alone can give us a 
precise analysis of the decoction. Astrology too believes that all the planets of the solar system produce 
a combined and continuous effect on human life. Yet while predicting the future of a person, the 
astrologer tells him the effect of each planet separately as the effect of Mars or Saturn or Jupiter, etc. 
Knowing the effect of each planet separately is like knowing the effect of each plant of the decoction in 
the above example. It is possible to examine the effect of every plant in the decoction separately. But to 
examine the effect of one planet, it is not possible to stop the effects of all other planets during that 
period. The characteristics assigned to each planet, therefore, have no independent basis of any 
observation what so ever. 

One important criterion of science is that Scientific Outlook begins to operate right from the 
initial stage of observation. Observation for a long period, made in identical situations produce some 
records. These records constitute the foundation on which the structure of science rests. The 
fundamental drawback of astrology is that no such basic observations are possible in it. Suppose a 
certain tree bears fruit once a year or once in alternate years. It is possible to observe and make notes 
of it. But if it bears fruit once in a hundred years, observation is quite difficult, though not impossible. 
When, however it is claimed that the tree bears fruit once in one lack years, then, no continuous 
observation necessary for developing the science of this particular tree can be made available. What is 
the situation when observations of the earth and other planets of the solar system and constellations are 
to be made? For continuous observation, identical situations should occur repeatedly. Let us, for the 
moment accept that the planets of the solar system affect human life. In that case all the stars in the 
Milky Way and all other galaxies in the universe must be affecting our life. Observation of all these 
together will alone be precise but such precision in observation is just not possible. When we look at the 
sky with naked eyes, the planets of the solar system appear to be maneuvering their way through the 
swarm of constellations. Today science has revealed that there is immensely huge distance and space 
between the constellations and these planets of the solar system. The distance is 50 thousand billion 
kilometers or even lager. The distance is generally mentioned in terms of light years so that it can be 
denoted by a small number. But the measure is the speed of light which is three lacks kilometer per 
second. The Milky Way, the galaxy in which our solar system is included, contains 200 billion stars 
bigger and brighter than the sun. And there are at least a hundred million such galaxies in the universe. 
All these stars are constantly on the move. This means that the state of this unfathomable universe at a 
particular moment will take infinite time to repeat itself once again. No observation is possible in such a 
situation and equally impossible is the formulation of astrology that relies of the state of stars and 
planets in the space. 
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When man discovered astrology, he divided the celestial space in 12 parts; specific traits were 
attributed to the planets, stars, constellations and the zodiac signs in each of the 12 parts. All this 
fantastic exercise of dividing the space around the earth into 12 permanent divisions, and allotting 
specific characteristics to them is a big joke. We know that the earth revolves round at the speed of 
54000 miles a day. Naturally the space and the stars that we can see surrounding us changes as the 
earth moves. To allot a specific attribute to any part of this space is baseless and nobody has ever 
produced any evidence to support it. 

The sun appears to move round the earth like a water-wheel on a well. The apparent passage 
of the sun around the earth is called ecliptic and the girdle extending 7.5 degrees north and south of it's 
ecliptic path. This is divided into 27 parts in the ancient Indian astrology as 27 constellations. Later each 
Zodiac was allotted two and a half constellations. The constellations too are supposed to evince certain 
traits. Constellations belong to one of the three divisions-Manushya (human), Rakshas (daemon) and 
Dev (deities). They also are of masculine, feminine and neuter gender. Some are thieves, some are 
cruel and some righteous. They also consist of the elements fire, air, water or earth. The individual is 
affected by (i.e. acquires the characteristics of) the constellation in which moon happens to be at the 
time of his birth. A person born in a feminine constellation will have feminine characteristics irrespective 
of his gender. Later on the 27 constellations were divided into 12 zodiacs. Each Zodiac then should 
have been allotted the same attributes as possessed by the constellations included in it. But no. The 
zodiacs have characteristics of their own. This has, all the more, confounded the existing confusion. If 
we suppose that a person born under certain constellation has the characteristics of that constellation, 
the zodiac to which he belongs indicates different characteristics. This is quite incongruent. E.g. Magha, 
Poorva and Uttara are feminine constellations but the zodiac to which they belong is Simha (lion) a 
masculine one. How can 3 feminine components make one masculine whole? Similarly two feminine 
constellations Chitra and Swati together with a neuter Vishakha form a masculine zodiac Tula. To top it 
all, the three neuter gendered constellations Vishakha, Anuradha and Jeshtha form a feminine Zodiac 
Vrishchik! How; but how is it possible? 

The same confusion prevails regarding the elements of the Rashi-Nakshatra (zodiac- 
constellation) that is utterly ridiculous. As already mentioned fire, air, water and earth are the four 
elements. The zodiac Kumbha of the element air is formed by Dhanishtha of earth element, Shatataraka 
of water element and Poorvabhadrapada of fire element. This means Air (Kumbha) = earth 
(dhanishtha)+ water (Shatatarka) + fire (Poorvabhadrapada). Similarly Dhanu the zodiac of fire element 
is made up of Mool (water), Poorvashadha (water) and Uttara (earth). This amounts to two water 
elements with one earth element make up fire! On what grounds did these shallow witted astrologers 
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devise the above interpretations? In short characteristics stuck on to the Rashi- Nakshatras (zodiac- 
constellations) are totally meaningless. 

The constellations have some prominent star as a referent, so we have some ground to 
acknowledge their existence. Even the existence of the zodiacs despite being imaginary can, for a 
moment, be acknowledged, because of their reference to the constellations. But what can be said about 
‘Bhavachakra’-the circle on which are traced the twelve signs of the zodiac in the horoscope, showing 
twelve points of consultation. These twelve Bhavas, i.e. the points of consultation in the horoscope do 
not exist anywhere in the space. It is said that they are momentarily impressed in the sky at the time of 
birth. At the moment of birth and at the spot where it takes place, the 10‘*^ Bhava is impressed above the 
baby’s head, 1^* Bhava on the eastern horizon and the rest in association with these two. Now every 
second four babies are born in the world, on an average. So, different Bhavachakras get impressed in 
the sky every second. Then, it so happens, that in one part of the space baby A has its 1®* Bhava while 
baby B may have its 5**^ Bhava and baby C some other Bhava. So their different Bhavas overlap each 
other. Now, it is assumed that the effects of the planets change according to the Bhava that happens to 
be in its range. Thus to imagine that the same planet simultaneously happens to be in different Bhavas 
is completely illogical. So is the assumption that the same planet affects babies born at the same 
moment, differently in accordance with their different Bhavas, scientifically impossible. 

Birth Timings 

The time of birth of a baby is of utmost importance to his parents because the positions of the 
planets change constantly. The astrologers and the new born baby’s parents, who have faith in them, 
believe that the aspect of the planets at the time of baby’s birth affects and determines its whole life. 
Now in the olden days when there were no clocks, the astrologers had a very convenient excuse for 
wrong prediction - i.e. a mistake in noting the time of birth. But today the time of birth is noted with 
precision with the help of modern clocks. Yet the astrologers absolve themselves of wrong predictions 
claiming that the time of birth is incorrect. In addition there is heterodoxy in various books on astrology 
regarding the time of birth. In the astrologers’ seminars heated discussions on this issue take place. Yet 
there is no consensus on exactly what should be considered as the time of birth; and of course no 
scientific support is given for any assumption. Now look at this example of irrationality supporting the 
assumption that the time of birth affects the life of a person. A few years back, twin girls were born in the 
hospital of a much reputed gynecologist of Mumbai. The first girl was taken out of the womb and before 
the second baby girl was taken out, the moon entered another constellation, resulting in different skin 
colours of the babies as claimed by the eminent gynecologist. Now, it is well known that the shape, 
structure, colour of the skin and such other characteristics are determined by genes and chromosomes. 
So change in the constellation at the time of birth cannot, in any way, change the skin colour of the baby. 
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Twins are either uni-Ovular or bio-Ovular. The twins in the above case obviously were of the latter type. 
What should be considered the time of birth and why that particular time is the question which Mahatma 
Jotiba Phule asked the astrologers 150 years ago. His explanation of this problem may have been 
simple and unsophisticated but his basic thought was sound. The question ‘what should be considered 
as the time of birth of a baby?’ can be more precisely asked as below. 

The first cell of a new life is born when the egg and the sperm combine in the fallopian tube. So 
this point in time should be the time of birth of a human being. It is impossible to know the exact time 
when this occurs because the sperm that enters the womb takes a few hours, even a day at times, to 
travel up to the egg in the fallopian tube. 

The law does not permit aborting the embryo after it has grown for a certain number of months, 
because the baby born in a normal delivery at this time is likely to survive. In this sense should the time 
when the baby in the womb becomes capable of being born and survive be considered the time of his 
birth? 

When a baby is born, its head appears first. Birth of a baby is not the take off of a rocket. The 
baby is not born on the appointed second after the count down like a rocket. Quite often there is a gap 
of several minutes between the appearance of the head and the ejection of its feet. Which is the time of 
birth then? Is it when the head comes out or is it when the feet also come out? And why? And again if 
the constellation changes during this time which one of them should be taken as the constellation at 
birth? 

Some babies are born with their feet coming out first. The head comes out later. Again the 
question arises, which of these two moments is the time of the baby’s birth? And why? 

On having been born, the baby is yet a part of his mother. The doctor separates it from its mother by 
cutting its umbilical cord. Independent existence of the baby begins at this moment. Isn’t this moment 
the appropriate time of its birth? 

Every baby that is born must cry immediately. The baby that has not experienced any joys and 
sorrows of the world so far cries. It cries out of its biological need, not because of any psychological 
reason. While still in the womb, the baby’s lungs are compressed because it does not need to breathe. 
After birth when it is separated from its mother by cutting the umbilical cord, it cries. It means the baby 
breaths for the first time in the world outside the womb. Should or shouldn’t we consider the moment 
when the baby cries as its time of birth? 

At times a normal delivery is not possible. The baby, then, has to be taken out of the womb by a 
cesarean operation. The operation is fixed at an appropriate time considering the condition of the 
pregnant woman and her doctor’s recommendation. Since the operation is preplanned, it can be 
preponed or postponed by a day or two. The concerned woman and her relatives try to have the 
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operation done at an auspicious time (preferably on one of the three and a half most auspicious days as 
per the Hindu calendar). The doctor, who thus operates at the most auspicious time and thereby 
secures a very successful future for the baby, outwits the Brahmadev himself! Here is an example to 
expose the sham of the concept of auspicious time. In a huge operation theatre of maternity home three 
women can be operated giving birth to three babies at the same moment and the same place. One baby 
is born to a girl from a very rich family, the other to a middleclass woman and the third to a labourer’s 
wife. It does not take much logic to discern that the future of these three babies just cannot be the same. 
Determinist Forecast 

The third part of the hypothesis that aims to obtain for astrology recognition as a science is that, 
astrology can indicate the course of a person’s future life with the help of horoscope. There are three 
types of claims in this regard. The first is that it interprets the signs of destiny. It is like the train that runs 
on the rails. The train cannot in any way change its route and yet, it comes across a number of signs on 
its way telling that a station or a tunnel or a bend is approaching. If the sign signals danger the driver 
can stop the train for a while. An individual’s life runs on the rails of destiny which he cannot change. But 
the horoscope warns him of possible danger (or success) in advance so that he prepares to face the 
future in a better way. This whole scheme converts an individual into a puppet in the hands of destiny. It 
nips in the bud any possibility, on the part of the person, of bringing about a change in his life and in the 
society on his own and makes him a helpless dependent. The horoscope engenders an unscientific 
concept. Take for example women’s literacy. During the last two thousand years, the horoscopes of 
women in this country did not reveal any opportunity for education. But in the last hundred years due to 
efforts of Savitribai Phule and other social reformers opportunities of education for women in all fields 
were opened. Do their horoscopes also show such signs of education now which were absent then? 
Before independence the average life of an Indian was 30 years. The efforts of the last 60 years have 
raised it to an average of 60 years. Does it mean that the configuration of the planets causing death has 
shifted further ahead in the horoscopes of all Indians to increase their life expectancy to 60 years? 

Another assertion of astrology is that the planets in the horoscopes do not just indicate what is 
in store in the future but they even manipulate life. The valve in the water tank is a good simile. Like 
water, in the tank of fate, there is Prarabddha of the individual. (Prarabddha is the merit and demerit of 
earlier existence causing the present birth and regulating allotment of good and evil.)The valve 
regulates the water supply providing water at appropriate time and appropriate proportion. The fruit of 
the Prarabddha is released by the planets in the horoscope at appropriate time and proportion just like 
water. The third assertion goes one step further and states that the planets virtually are the controllers of 
the individuals’ lives. What happens and when and how it happens in the life of an individual is all 
determined by the planets’ influence. This third part of the hypothesis of the theory of astrology offers an 


17 



Thought & Action 


Jul-Sept 2013 


individual a philosophy of defeatist and fatalistic psyche. An individual receives genes and 
chromosomes from his parents. His progress in life depends on the social and family atmosphere in 
which he is brought up. But the so called science of astrology ignores all these sides of life. 

Translated by Suman Oak 


Atheist Siddaramaiah and God's Changing Roie in Poiitics 

Archis Mohan 

K Siddaramaiah, a rare Indian politician who wears his atheism on his sleeve, took the oath as 
the next chief minister of Karnataka on Monday by solemnly affirming to bear true faith and allegiance to 
the Constitution of India. Siddaramaiah's atheism may not have been noteworthy if the news of his 
election on Friday as the next chief minister of Karnataka had not been drowned out by footage on 
television channels of Pawan Kumar Bansal and his wife feeding a goat at their New Delhi home, 
ostensibly to propitiate Gods and ward off 'evil'. Bansal quit as the railways minister hours later. And in 
some contrast the same day in Bangalore, the Congress Legislature Party selected atheist 
Siddaramaiah to be their leader. 

Incidentally, Defence Minister A K Antony, yet another atheist, headed the group of observers 
comprising senior Congress politicians who oversaw the process. Antony and Siddarammaiah are 
politicians known to stay away from such stratagems as feeding goats or relying on soothsayers to save 
their kursi. 

Interestingly, both Karnataka and especially Antony's home state Kerala have had a tradition of 
atheist politicians. S Nijalingappa, the Karnataka chief minister in the 1950s and 1960s and credited as 
the maker of modern Karnataka, was an avowed atheist. In Kerala, the influence of Communism meant 
a legion of atheist politicians like E M S Namboodiripad, E K Nayanar, V S Achuthanandan, etc. 

But Antony isn't the lone atheist in the central Cabinet. He has such figures as Finance Minister 
P Chidambaram , Urban Development Minister S Jaipal Reddy, Home Minister Sushilkumar Shinde, 
Petroleum Minister M Veerappa Moily and Road Transport and Highways Minister C P Joshi for 
company. 

In 2009, all of them took their oaths of office solemnly affirming their faith in the Constitution and 
not in the name of God. And then there are others like Rural Development Minister Jairam Ramesh 
who calls himself a Hind-Budh, but shocked many of his ilk of believers when he advised that people 
should construct toilets instead of temples. 
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While these politicians may come across as exceptions, there was a time in the first two 
decades of Indian democracy when atheism seemed more of a rule for the leading lights of the Indian 
political landscape. None other than Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru led the atheistic brigade. He 
being just one of a pantheon of towering Socialist, Congress and Communist leaders, all of them 
avowed atheists -- Ram Manohar Lohia, Jayaprakash Narayan, A K Gopalan, V K Krishna Menon, etc. 
It was also the time in Tamil Nadu that E V Ramaswamy Periyar led the Dravidian movement with 
rationalism being its bedrock. 

In his autobiography, Nehru wrote: 'What the mysterious is I do not know. I do not call it God 
because God has come to mean much that I do not believe in. I find myself incapable of thinking of a 
deity or of any unknown supreme power in anthropomorphic terms, and the fact that many people think 
so is continually a source of surprise to me. Any idea of a personal God seems very odd to me.' 

Similarly, Periyar was virulently anti-God and famously said that only barbarians believed in 
God. Some year back, the then Tamil Nadu chief minister M Karunanidhi, also a follower of Periyar, 
raised hackles when he said Lord Rama was a myth. 

The controversy died down a bit when Bharatiya Janata Party leader L K Advani said he 
respected atheists and also the atheist in Mr Karunanidhi, 'but holding a high Constitutional post as a 
chief minister, he {Karunanidhi) should not be saying what he has been on Lord Rama.' 

Interestingly, even Vinayak Damodar 'Veer' Savarkar was an atheist. 

None of these yesteryear politicians were known to visit temples or worship. But our current day 
politicians like Siddaramaiah, Antony, Chidambaram and others keep atheism as their private faith and 
are known to visit temples, dargahs and churches. 

Siddaramaiah was quizzed by journalists about his being an atheist when he visited a temple 
recently. Siddaramaiah replied, 'I have visited temples before, I am doing it now, but I have never 
performed pooja at home.' Antony is known to visit a church in his village at least once a year along with 
his family to take part in the prayer in his departed mother's memory. 

Chidambaram also visits the famous hill shrine of Lord Venkateswara at Tirumala near Tirupathi once in 
a while. 

If not the fear of God, but the fear of wrath of God's followers -- the voters - that probably 
makes even the most atheist of our politicians to bow before Gods, if not at their homes than at least in 
public. 

http://www.rediff.com/news/report/atheist-siddaramaiah-and-qods-chanqing-role-in- 
politics/20130513.htm 
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Oh, My God!! 

AN Moorthy Rao 

We considered how the common man has answered the question: ‘Who is God?’ (Or, what is 
God?) Let us now examine the nature and antecedents of these deities on the basis of the stories put 
together by people. From the list of deities that we considered above, we may eliminate the Ashwatha 
(tree), the snake, the monkey, ‘Ammas’ and ghosts. These are third-rate, even fourth-rate deities. We 
do not even think of them, except occasionally. Nor do we take the nature-deities seriously. These 
orphaned deities, consigned to oblivion, and never worshipped, are not important. To highlight their 
follies- for example, the story of the amorous Indra and Ahalya - is being mean. We may also ignore 
‘Chaturmukha Brahma’, who is disgraced for his act of marrying his own daughter[1J and who frequently 
causes chaos and turmoil by granting foolish boons. People have only treated Him with the indifference 
he deserves. 

All major world religions (which admit the existence of God) have visualised God only in human 
form. (But, the religious texts do not accept this, claiming that God created man in His own image. Even 
to suggest that ‘Man created God in his own image’ is blasphemy - and inexcusable). After all, when we 
are trying to visualize God, we ought to bestow the finest form on Him, oughtn’t we? Of course, our form 
is the finest and we gave it to Him! And, in order to demonstrate His superiority over us, we sanctioned 
Him a couple of extra heads and limbs! 

Man, having ascribed to God his form, also passed on his qualities: this is only natural. 
Therefore, the history of gods at times quite resembles our own history. Gods have about the same 
shortcomings as we do. Mythological stories all over the world bear testimony to this. ‘Loki’ of the 
ancient Norse people is a very cunning deity; he is always waiting for an opportunity to cause harm. He 
got the Sun God ‘Balder’ killed (even deities must die!) by ‘Holder’, a blind deity (deities could be blind, 
too!).The Greek god Apollo fell in love with Cassandra and bestowed on her clairvoyance; but when she 
refused His love. He cursed her. Zeus, the king of the gods, took on the shape of a bull and carried 
away Europa. There are instances galore of wrongs inflicted on women. Even our Indra could learn a 
lesson or two from Zeus. Aphrodite, the Goddess of Beauty, had an affair with Ares, the God of Wars - 
there is adultery among gods and goddesses, too! 

The religions mentioned above are not practised now; when they, over time, disappeared, their 
deities disappeared, too. Let us leave them aside and turn to our Vishnu and Shiva once again. The 
number of devotees, extensive writings about Him and His incarnations. His pre-eminence - on all these 
counts, Vishnu ranks first among all the Gods. This assertion is not based on any census: still, it is 
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probably true. Vishnu has had ten incarnations: he has carried the earth out of the ocean. He killed 
Hiranyaksha and Hiranyakashipu, Havana and other evil-doers. He is the ‘Kapatanataka Sutradhari’ - 
controlling the affairs of the world. Purandaradasa has furnished evidence (such evidence as mythology 
provides) of His compassion - He succored Gajendra, Dhruva, Bali, Draupadi and Ahalya. All the 
actions listed above were meant to promote the good of the world. 

His is a life of pomp and splendour, Purandaradasa says. He is the husband of the Earth 
Goddess and the Goddess of Wealth. He lies on Adishesha, wafted on the waves of the Ocean of Milk. 
His consort is Lakshmi. (The word 'Lakshmi' also means serenity and wealth.) She adorns His chest. He 
is resplendent in yellow robes and gem-studded crown and other jewels. Garuda who flies high in the 
sky carries Him; as Narasimha, He saved Prahlada; as Sri Rama, He obeyed His father unquestioningly. 
He succoured those who surrendered to Him and punished the evil-doers: as Krishna, He is the 
Preacher of the Gita and He is the Yogeshwara. In addition. He tasted earthly joys to the fullest. As 
Krishna, He had eight wives- readers might be flabbergasted if the figure of sixteen thousand is recalled 
(this figure also has been mentioned). He loves music: He held spellbound with the music of His flute 
not only the Gopis, not only bird and beast, but the lifeless Yamuna. He is the Master Dancer - 
‘rasaleela’ bears testimony to this. He is the Master Diplomat, too - He was chosen to steer the 
negotiations with the Kauravas. Let us have a look at one or two stories connected with this sublime 
figure. First, there is the story of Brinda. Her husband Jalandhara was an evil fellow. He had evil desires 
on Paravathi. He had to be killed, for the good of the world. But, Brinda’s chastity shielded him 
(goodness shielded evil). This difficulty could be surmounted only by robbing Brinda of her chastity. So, 
Vishnu went to her in the guise of Jalandhara and ravished her. Jalandhara could then be killed. When 
Brinda realized that she had been deceived, she cursed Vishnu and threw herself into the fire. 

I was 15 or 16 years old when I first heard this story, and it disgusted me even then. This is 
what one can say in defense of Vishnu's conduct: 

1. He did not ravish Brinda’s modesty out of lust; it is out of a sense of duty and for the good of the 
world. 

2. He had sympathy and respect for Brinda. Therefore, He bestowed on her immortality in the form 
of Tulasi, and also the boon of eternal worship. The worship goes on, even today. 

But: 

1. However laudable the ends may be, should not the means to achieve these ends be as good? 
The argument that the ends justify the means is perverse. Could Vishnu, who claims to be 
acting for the good of the world, set such a bad precedent? 

2. Irrespective of Vishnu's intentions, was not Brinda made to suffer injustice? 
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3. Could not the omniscient and omnipotent Vishnu think of a better and more morally right way? 

4. The premise in the story is that it was not possible to 'eliminate Jalandhara, except by outraging 
the modesty of Brinda. Was her modesty really violated? She had, throughout, believed she 
was making love with her husband. Her love, therefore, was meant for her husband. In fact, it is 
Vishnu who emerges in a poor light from this story, not Brinda. 

5. What did Brinda gain from the boon of eternal worship? A noble person like her probably never 
desired to be worshipped by others! 

There are innumerable stories]^ concerning Krishna, an incarnation of Vishnu. Snatching the 
clothes of the Gopis, ‘rasa kreede’ and the love affair with Radha are some of these. Once, when young 
girls approached Him, Krishna is believed to have sent them away after properly counselling them. But 
when they came back to Him after a while Krishna, it is said, satisfied their craving. The argument that 
the only way to deal with the desire for sex is to satisfy it is not new to me. But, I also know of a verse in 
the Mahabharata which contradicts this argument: 

A/a jatu kamaha kamanam upabhogena shyamyati 
Havisha krishnavarthmeva bhuya evebhivardhate 

(Lust cannot be quenched by enjoyment. It will only flare up, more fiercely, just as flames leap up with 
the addition of oil.) 

Radha, we are told, was a married woman. But, that did not come in the way of her affair with 

Krishna. 

The stories concerning Shiva are fewer. Or, it may be that I am not aware of all of them. The 
ones I know are sufficient for our purposes here. We have just seen that Vishnu lives an ostentatious life. 
But, the life of Shiva looks more or less beggarly, let alone being luxurious. There is the ‘kasturi tilaka’ 
on Vishnu's forehead; but, on Shiva's forehead and on the rest of His body, there is only ash. While 
there is ‘kausthubha’ on Vishnu's chest, there is ‘rudrakshi maale’ around Shiva's neck. Vishnu wears a 
crown on His head while there is only matted hair on Shiva's head. Vishunu can boast of ‘Vaijayanthi’ 
while Shiva has the awful ‘Rundamaale’ (garland of skulls). Shiva wears a piece of hide around His 
waist, not yellow robes. He does not float on the ‘Ksheerasaagara’ (Ocean of Milk), but lives in the 
cremation ground! 

When it is said that ‘Lakshmi dwells in Vishnu’s heart’, one gets the feeling that they are two 
different persons and their love has brought them close together. Taking Lakshmi to symbolize 
compassion, one would believe that Vishnu’s heart is full of compassion. But Shiva is 
‘Ardhanareeshwara’ (half man and half woman) and, as Kalidasa describes, he possesses a ‘kantha 
sammishradeha’. Shiva and Parvathi are not two separate persons - that is, the male and female 
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principles are not different from each other. One completes the other. This is a more sublime and 
meaningful concept than the concept of the proximity of Vishnu and Lakshmi. Shiva cannot exist without 
Paravathi - He is only a half person. Similarly, Paravathi has no independent existence either, for, 
without Shiva, she too is only a half person. They are like the word and its meaning - inseparable. Again, 
in Kalidasa's words, they are ‘Vaagaarthaavivasamprikthau’ - they are one like word and meaning. 

Vishnu symbolizes a rich and complete life. His boyhood and youth have all that go into the 
making of a rich life - the joy that our little children bring us, the enchantment of sexuality in youth, the 
attraction of the arts, music and dance and amorous discourse. But, during Krishna's middle age, the 
rigours of life, and the resolve to fight injustice, ignorance, cruelty and selfishness predominate, and art 
recedes. In the Mahabharata, we do not see Him playing His flute! Life comprehends friendship, love 
and supreme sacrifices for the sake of ideals; and the same life comprehends selfishness, greed, 
arrogance of power, cruelty and misery. Man is caught and sinking in the vortex of' these opposing 
forces and, in the Mahabharata, Krishna leads to the safe shore. The Bhagavadgita is the fruit of his 
experience. Krishna, an incarnation of Vishnu, symbolizes all this. His is the way of action, of 
involvement in life. That is, the way of conquering life and experiencing it fully. 

Shiva’s is the way of renunciation, of withdrawal. In the life of Krishna, it is Krishna's ‘balaleele’ 
(his sport as a boy), the melody of his flute and ‘raasa kreede’ that first come to one's mind. At the 
mention of Shiva’s name, it is ‘Kaamadahana’, the burning of Kama, that comes to our mind first. Uma, 
Himavantha’s daughter, (she was Daksha's daughter in her previous life) was rendering service to Shiva 
to win him over. Shiva, who was lost in ‘tapas’, did not yield to her loveliness. But, because of 
Manmatha’s arrows, Shiva’s mind was disturbed for a while. He opened his eyes, to see why this had 
happened and saw Manmatha. Enraged, He burnt Manmatha to ashes with the fire of His third eye in 
his forehead. Parvathi, realizing that her physical charms had failed, began ‘tapas’. So, when she 
rejected physical beauty and attained inner beauty, Shiva loved her and married her. Vishnu's is the 
glory of riches, Shiva's the glory of restraint. 

Let us recall another story about Shiva, who is the conqueror of sexual attraction and the 
master of restraint. Gods and demons churned the ocean, didn't they? Vishnu, with a view to denying 
the elixir to the demons, appeared in disguise as Mohini. The elixir was distributed to the Gods. But 
Shiva, overcome by the beauty of Mohini, pursued her and violated her honour.]^ Thus was born our 
Ayyappa alias Shastha, who has settled down in Shabarimalai of Kerala. He has millions of devotees. 

In our old Mysore State, perhaps there were not even a handful of Ayyappa devotees. Now, 
there are thousands of them. But it does not seem to have occurred to anyone of them that the story of 
Ayyappa’s birth is absolutely ridiculous. Would Shiva, who burnt Manmatha to ashes, and who did not 
yield even to the angelic beauty of Parvathi, pursue Mohini, like a road-side Romeo? Could he not know 
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that ‘Mohini’ was really not a woman but Vishnu In disguise? And when chased by Shiva, Vishnu could 
have Immediately shown His true form! Even educated people of this century do not ask such questions; 
with their all-night ‘bhajans’, they make a nuisance of themselves to the neighbours: and, In their black 
attire (I do not know why It Is black), go on plllgrimage to Shabarlmalal.. 

[1J Since all human beings are believed to have been created by Brahma, If Brahma marries at all, 
marrying His own daughter Is His Inescapable destiny! No matter whom he marries, she Is his daughter! 

It Is pointless to discuss (In this context), the textual basis for these stories. Interpreters (‘Harlkathe’ 
Dasas) and many others would have generously added their own contributions to the original. Quite 
often, there Is no textual basis at all. Presently, what Is of Importance to us Is this: the wide variety of 
beliefs among people about God. 

[3] Variant Reading: He could not catch Mohinl 


The Evaporation of the Powerful Mystique of Religion 

Daniel C. Dennett 

I’m so optimistic that I expect to live to see the evaporation of the powerful mystique of religion. 

I think that In about twenty-five years almost all religions will have evolved Into very different phenomena, 
so much so that In most quarters religion will no longer command the awe It does today. Of course 
many people-perhaps a majority of people In the world-will still cling to their religion with the sort of 
passion that can fuel violence and other Intolerant and reprehensible behavior. But the rest of the world 
will see this behavior for what It Is, and learn to work around It until It subsides, as It surely will. That’s 
the good news. The bad news Is that we will need every morsel of this reasonable attitude to deal with 
such complex global problems as climate change, fresh water, and economic Inequality In an effective 
way. It will be touch and go, and In my pessimistic moods 1 think Sir Martin Rees may be right: some 
disaffected religious (or political) group may unleash a biological or nuclear catastrophe that forecloses 
all our good efforts. But I do think we have the resources and the knowledge to forestall such calamities 
If we are vigilant. 

Recall that only fifty years ago smoking was a high status activity and It was considered rude to 
ask somebody to stop smoking In one’s presence. Today we’ve learned that we shouldn’t make the 
mistake of trying to prohibit smoking altogether, and so we still have plenty of cigarettes and smokers. 
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but we have certainly contained the noxious aspects within quite acceptable boundaries. Smoking is no 
longer cool, and the day will come when religion is, first, a take-it-or-leave-it choice, and later: no longer 
cool-except in its socially valuable forms, where it will be one type of allegiance among many. Will those 
descendant institutions still be religions? Or will religions have thereby morphed themselves into 
extinction? It all depends on what you think the key or defining elements of religion are. Are dinosaurs 
extinct, or do their lineages live on as birds? 

Why am I confident that this will happen? Mainly because of the asymmetry in the information 
explosion. With the worldwide spread of information technology (not just the internet, but cell phones 
and portable radios and television), it is no longer feasible for guardians of religious traditions to protect 
their young from exposure to the kinds of facts (and, yes, of course, misinformation and junk of every 
genre) that gently, irresistibly undermine the mindsets requisite for religious fanaticism and intolerance. 
The religious fervor of today is a last, desperate attempt by our generation to block the eyes and ears of 
the coming generations, and it isn’t working. For every well-publicized victory-the inundation of the Bush 
administration with evangelicals, the growing number of home schoolers in the USA, the rise of radical 
Islam, the much exaggerated “rebound” of religion in Russia following the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
to take the most obvious cases-there are many less dramatic defeats, as young people quietly walk 
away from the faith of their parents and grandparents. That trend will continue, especially when young 
people come to know how many of their peers are making this low-profile choice. Around the world, the 
category of “not religious” is growing faster than the Mormons, faster than the evangelicals, faster even 
than Islam, whose growth is due almost entirely to fecundity, not conversion, and is bound to level off 
soon. 

Those who are secular can encourage their own children to drink from the well of knowledge 
wherever it leads them, confident that only a small percentage will rebel against their secular upbringing 
and turn to one religion or another. Cults will rise and fall, as they do today and have done for millennia, 
but only those that can metamorphose into socially benign organizations will be able to flourish. Many 
religions have already made the transition, quietly de-emphasizing the irrational elements in their 
heritages, abandoning the xenophobic and sexist prohibitions of their quite recent past, and turning their 
attention from doctrinal purity to moral effectiveness. The fact that these adapting religions are scorned 
as former religions by the diehard purists shows how brittle the objects of their desperate allegiance 
have become. As the world informs itself about these transitions, those who are devout in the old- 
fashioned way will have to work around the clock to provide attractions, distractions—and guilt trips—to 
hold the attention and allegiance of their children. They will not succeed, and it will not be a painless 
transition. Families will be torn apart, and generations will accuse each other of disloyalty and worse: 
the young will be appalled by their discovery of the deliberate misrepresentations of their elders, and 
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their elders will feel abandoned and betrayed by their descendants. We must not underestimate the 
anguish that these cultural transformations will engender, and we should try to anticipate the main 
effects and be ready to provide relief and hope for those who are afflicted. 

I think the main problem we face today is overreaction, making martyrs out of people who 
desperately want to become martyrs. What it will take is patience, good information, and a steady 
demand for universal education about the world’s religions. This will favor the evolution of virulent forms 
of religion, which we can all welcome as continuing parts of our planet’s cultural heritage. Eventually the 
truth will set us free. 

http://www.edqe.orq/q2007/q07 1 .html 


The Visa Granting Baiaji of Chiikur 

JBS Umanadh 

In northern state of Punjab, a gurudwara is believed to help those planning to immigrate to other 
countries. Once the wish is fulfilled, they offer aircraft to gurudwara. Down south, people believe that a 
visit to a temple is a sureshot success to get visa to go abroad. Believers throng this place—popularly 
known as Visa Baiaji temple—at Chiikur in Ranga Reddy district of Andhra Pradesh, about 20 km from 
Hyderabad. 

Hundreds of students planning higher studies in the USA, Canada or Australia or professionals 
seeking a HI (B) visa to the USA first pray for the blessings of the Visa Baiaji even before applying for 
their visas. They believe that Visa Baiaji will see that the consular staff will stamp on their passports 
without any trouble. It will not end with one visit to the temple. After the wish is granted, the devotees 
make it a point to return to thank the deity for the favour bestowed upon them. 

“My son, who recently started a business, can really be considered a potential immigrant. He is 
a graduate with IT specialisation with no regular income and is not even married. He was granted the 
visa after just two questions. Whereas people known to us and relatives abroad were not granted visa,” 
D Gopala Krishna Murty, a retired bank employee, said. He believes that the visit to the temple before 
attending the interview at the Hyderabad consulate made the difference. 

A software firm in Hyderabad has another miracle story to tell. The firm, which has witnessed 
many rejections in the recent past, decided to apply for the H3 (training) visas. These visas are a lot 
more expensive. They have to be applied for in the USA. Cnee the request is approved, the applicants 
have to attend the interview at a US consulate in India and then the visa is granted. 

“Because of the work currently going on in the Mumbai consulate, we had to send our people 
to Hyderabad. They went there for the visa interviews. Things worked, and they got their visas. They 
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came back to Mumbai with the story of Visa Balaji. A visa seeker, after submitting his application, has to 
come to this temple and perform 11 pradakshinas (circumambulations). Having done this, it is believed 
that the applicant is granted visa. “I am married to a software professional posted in the UK. Last time 
when I visited the temple, I prayed that I should go abroad. Because of the Chilkur Balaji I got a double 
whammy,” said Lohitha Reddy from Karimnagar, who was completing her 108 thanks-giving 
circumambulations, and she is all set to take her flight. 

The Chilkur Balaji temple is an ancient Hindu temple of Balaji on the banks of Osman Sagar 
Lake. This was built during the time of Madanna and Akkanna, the uncles of Bhakta Ramadas, who built 
the Bhadrachalam temple. “During the eighties, a few students who faced rejections at the Chennai 
consulate prayed at the temple and their wishes were fulfilled. Slowly the word spread and by the grace 
god of Hyderabad got its own consulate now,” says Chandrasekhar Reddy of Visu Consultants. 

The temple has also earned another distinction for not accepting any money from the devotees, 
no bundles, no green channel or privileges for VIPs, and it fought and won the right to stay out of the 
purview of Endowments Department of the Andhra Pradesh Government. According to the legend, a 
devotee who used to visit Tirupati every year could not do so on one occasion owing to serious health 
problems. 

Lord Venkateshwara appeared in his dream and said that he is in the nearby jungle. Following 
the lord’s direction, he stumbled upon a molehill, which he dug up. Accidentally, the axe struck Balaji’s 
idol below the chin and on the chest. Surprisingly blood started flowing profusely from the wounds, 
flooding the ground and turning it scarlet. He heard a voice saying, “Flood the molehill with cow’s milk.” 
When the devotee did so, a Swayambhu idol of Lord Balaji accompanied by Sridevi and Bhoodevi was 
found, and this idol was installed with due rituals and a temple built for it. 

The routine for visa seeking devotees During a visit, the devotee goes through the usual rituals 
of prayer, including 11 circumambulations of the inner shrine, and makes a vow. Once the wish is 
fulfilled, devotees then walk 108 times around the sanctum sanctorum. The majority of wishes by 
devotees are visa related, thus Chilkur Balaji is also referred to as “Visa” Balaji. 

According to C S Rangarajan, the chief priest of the temple, 11 circumambulations represent 
the secret of creation — 11 means “1 soul and 1 body” — uniting both with devotion and full 
determination to fulfill wish, believe in the lord; there is no second and everything is god. In the 108 
circumambulations, one represents the existence, almighty and god, 0 represents creation and eight 
represents human body has to spend eight months in a womb before birth. The temple priests with the 
help of a mega phone will guide the devotees while they make rounds. They say that chanting of names 
of Lord Vishnu immensely helps in overcoming the obstacles in our daily life. 
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“Om Vashatkaaraaya Namaha” for success in business, “Om Aksharaaya Namaha” for success 
in studies, “Om Bhuthabhavanaya Namaha” for good health, and “Om Paramaathmane Namaha” for 
self- confidence. Rangarajan, giving a word advice to the visa seeking and thanks-giving students, said: 
“don’t forget to carry a pen and take the numeric card (given free) to mark the completed rounds. It will 
make your circumambulation to thank the lord that much easier to carryout. Eat, especially before you 
start on the 108 pradakshinas. The Lord or his servants should not be blamed if you cannot sustain the 
physical exertion. Take regular breaks between the circumambulations. It’s only human if your head 
starts spinning after going round and round and so rest.” One more tradition followed here is that every 
devotee has to keep eyes open while doing darshan of the idol in the temple. As there are no special 
darshan tickets or break darshans, around 75,000 to 1,00,000 devotees visit the temple every week. 
Generally, temple witnesses heavy rush on Fridays and Sundays. 


Courtesy: Nov 10,2012, DHNS 


Techies petition ‘Visa Baiaji’ 
to win H-1B fight with fashion modeis 

Washington / New Delhi: Ravi Shanker makes weekly pilgrimages to Chilkur Baiaji temple outside 
Hyderabad, India, asking for a little help on immigration from an incarnation of Lord Vishnu. 

Shanker, a graduate of the Indian Institute of Technology, a top engineering school, is praying 
for an H-1B visa to enter the US. He needs all the divine intervention he can get, because he’s not just 
vying with other software engineers for the high-skill work permits. His other rivals? Fashion models. 

An oversight by the US Congress two decades ago led to the inclusion of models in the H-1B 
class. A 2007 bill to put them in another category - and let their numbers soar - failed. Its sponsor: 
then-Representative Anthony Weiner of New York, who quit Congress in 2011 after engaging in lewd 
online behaviour. 

While models will get less than 1% of the visas, the H-IBs are increasingly coveted. Demand 
was so high this year that the government’s cap on applications was reached only five days after the 
filing period opened on April 1. 

“It’s the one exception that we all scratch our heads about,” Neil Ruiz, an analyst at the 
Brookings Institution’s Metropolitan Policy Programme, said of the addition of models as the only H-1B 
category that requires no bachelor’s degree. 
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As Congress again debates a plan to steer more skilled foreign workers to the US, it is likely to 
leave intact the provision allowing fashion models to compete for permits. Revisions being considered in 
the Senate would raise the basic H-1B visa cap to 1.10 lakh from 65,000 permits and increase fees on 
employers who depend heavily on the foreign workers. Senator Charles Schumer, a New York 
Democrat co-sponsoring a bipartisan proposal, declined comment. 

Fashion models are almost twice as likely to get their visas as computer programmers, by one 
rough measure. 

The inclusion of fashion models into the visa category that allows at least 65,000 scientists, 
engineers and other highly skilled foreign workers to work in the US has its roots in a 1990 revision of 
immigration law that created separate classes of visas for performers, athletes, Nobel Prize laureates 
and religious workers. 

After Congress passed the revision, former Representative Bruce Morrison, a Connecticut 
Democrat who led the House immigration panel, said lawmakers realised they had not put fashion 
models in a separate category or moved them to a special class reserved for performers and athletes. 

The expansion of H-1B visas is supported in Silicon Valley, where thousands of applications are 

made. 

“For us to continue to be the place where the world’s most creative, brilliant entrepreneurs come 
to build the next eBay, Google and Intel - each of which was co-founded by an immigrant entrepreneur 
- our immigration system needs to change,” Jeffrey Bussgang, a general partner at Boston-based 
Flybridge Capital, told the Senate Commerce Committee on May 8. 

Meanwhile, near Hyderabad, thousands of people gather every weekend at the temple that is 
home of the sheltered shrine of the “Visa Balaji,” as Lord Venkateswara, the Vishnu incarnation, is 
called. The temple’s priest, Rangarajan, said the crowds begin gathering about 7 am. 

The temple has been a popular attraction for visa hopefuls for more than two decades, said 
Rangarajan, 45, who uses only one name. 

“This is a cultural belief,” said Soma Krada, a 25-year-old software engineer for Infosys, who 
has applied for an H-1B visa to work in Houston. “I would feel terrible if my visa was rejected and I had 
not come here to pray.” 

By 9 am, the priest, whose forehead and stomach are lined with white paint signalling his 
authority, is worried about the crowd. He asks how many are praying for visas. About 500 hands are 
raised, followed by chants of praise. As the crowd grows, Rangarajan urges supplicants to finish their 
obligatory 108 trips around the temple next week. “Visa is not under my control,” said Shanker, 28. “It’s 
all luck. The only way to change my luck is through God.” Bloomberg 

Courtesy: May 21,2013 DNA, Pune 
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Are You Ruled by Superstitions? 

Flic Everett 

Hats are traditional at a wedding, but not compulsory. If you're like many other middle-aged, 
middle-class women, I think of myself as perfectly rational. I don't believe a shower of rain means the 
weather-gods are angry, or that wearing green is unlucky. But I do find myself crossing my fingers when 
I'm hoping for good news, and I'd never dream of opening an umbrella indoors. I also once buried a 
small statue of St Joseph in the front garden when our last house wasn't selling because someone said 
it was lucky. And at least twice a week I have to get up in the night and check the back door's really 
locked, even though I clearly remember turning the key. 

Fears: The modern world is seeing an increasing number of people falling prey to irrational beliefs such 
as a fear of black cats crossing our paths.On paper, then. I'm barking mad. But a quick survey of my 
friends and family (not a hippy, spiritualist or rune-thrower among them) suggests I'm not the only one 
whose life has become a complex tapestry of irrational ritual, superstition and mild Obsessive 
Compulsive Disorder (OCD). 'I can't explain it,' most of them admitted of their own bizarre rituals. 'It just 
makes me feel bad if I don't do it.' 

It's a growing phenomenon. A recent report from the Mental Health Foundation found that fear levels 
are rising in the UK, and more than seven million of us currently suffer anxiety problems severe enough 
to affect our health. A huge 77 per cent of us are convinced that post-9/11, the world has become a 
more frightening place. That might explain why, increasingly, we're taking refuge in small rituals, much 
as the ancients did, to ward off bad luck. If we can't control the wider world, we feel perhaps we can at 
least exert some power over our small corner of it. 

I know perfectly sensible people who insist that Cosmic Crdering and 'asking the angels' works 
miracles, regardless of the common sense argument that if everybody asked the angels for a parking 
space, we couldn't all get one. Cne friend of mine, Clare, 35, says she always throws salt over her 
shoulder 'to ward off the evil eye'. Clare has three children and is a company director, but as she admits: 
'It's just something my Mum used to do, and I suppose I'm a bit scared of what will happen if I don't do 
it.' 

Many rituals are superstitions learnt from our mothers and grandmothers, and we feel a 
connection to those people when we carry them out. The problem arises when our mild superstition 
become an obsession. 'A lot of children have rituals, but they usually grow out of them,' observes 
anxiety specialist Dr Allan Norris, a consultant clinical psychologist from Edgbaston Hospital in 
Birmingham. 
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'Order is very important to them, but doesn't necessarily engender problems in adulthood. We 
do, however, see higher than expected rates of Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD) from people 
whose parents also have the problem.' Becoming neurotic about order, or enacting obscure rituals 
(compulsively showering, refusing to step on paving stones, etc.) are signs that you may have a form of 
OCD. Celebrities as diverse as David Beckham, Kate Nash and Florence Welch have all admitted to 
suffering from it. 

However irrational the reasoning behind such behaviour, fear stops many people from dropping 
their rituals. 'When I get the milk from the step, I have to make sure I get back inside before a car comes 
past,' says Sally, 43, a company manager.'lf a driver goes past and sees me, I feel very uncomfortable 
and I have to say: "They didn't see me," to myself.'Another friend, Tessa, refuses to hang out her 
children's laundry with the clothes pegs the people who previously lived in her house left behind. 'I know 
I sound insane,' she admits. 'But I just feel as if something bad might happen to the children if I do. 'One 
writer I know would be overwhelmed with panic if she put her shoes on in the wrong order (it has to be 
the left one first.) 

Dr Cecilia d'Felice, a clinical psychologist and author of Dare To Be You says: 'We are 
becoming more anxious because life is getting more stressful. Our expectations of ourselves are higher, 
and the pace of life is now so fast and fragmented. 'When you're running on empty, you're more likely to 
develop control issues and look for ways to alleviate fear, which is what leads to "magical thinking" - the 
idea that we can somehow ensure a good outcome by performing certain rituals.' 

Renowned futurologist Marian Saizman believes that our irrational battle to control the world is 
a response to growing global insecurity.'The world is so topsy-turvy, with terrorists trying to strike us 
down while we head out to dinner, we think we can protect ourselves and our loved ones with new 
practices that become "must-dos" to keep the truly evil things at bay,' he says. 'This means rituals, from 
night chants to ward off evil spirits to wearing only blue shoes.' But while saluting magpies or saying 
'touch wood' may be harmless, people suffering acute anxiety can find themselves teetering on the edge 
of mental illness. Severe OCD can destroy lives, as sufferers become increasingly paranoid. It's related 
to disorders such as panic attacks and agoraphobia. Although it affects only 2-3 per cent of the 
population, on average, sufferers wait up to 11 years before seeking help. 

'OCD can worsen,' warns Dr d'Felice. 'Once you get into a ritualistic pattern, it sets up a neural 
network that the brain keeps returning to. Then you have a problem.' In her recent memoir The Woman 
Who Thought Too Much, writer Joanne Limberg explains that people with OCD 'are lawabiding, 
conscientious, exquisitely self-conscious and excruciatingly eager to please. We set ourselves the 
highest standards and are for ever disgusted with ourselves when we fail to live up to them.' Alleviating 
the pressure we put on ourselves to be perfect is vital, agrees Dr d'Felice. 'Panic attacks, phobias and 
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OCD tend to happen when you're burnt out. You don't have any serotonin - the chemical that regulates 
happiness - left, and those feelings of "nothing left in the tank" mean you'll try anything to feel back in 
control.' Of course, rationally you may still be aware that touching all the red cars in the street is not 
going to affect the universe, but it's easy to believe that you're just protecting yourself 'to be on the safe 
side'. 

'If someone has an anxious thought and does something that assuages the anxiety, then it 
becomes too risky not to do it,' adds Dr Norris. 'The trouble is, you're not allowing yourself the chance to 
see that things will be OK even if you don't do it.' There's a fine line between this kind of imaginary 
'protection from evil' and fullblown phobias. While some are fairly rational (dogs can bite and wasps can 
sting) there are millions worldwide battling a terror of the number 13 or of buttons. 

Some phobias can be assimilated easily (how many of us meet snakes on an average day?), 
but others, such as my own fear of flying, affect not only ourselves but our loved ones. Luckily, my 
family is very understanding about the fact that all our holidays take place in Cornwall or France. So 
should you be worried if you carry a good luck charm, or believe wearing your 'lucky pants' will 
guarantee you get the job? Referred to by psychologists as 'magical thinking', this is the adult version of 
'If I close my eyes, the monsters can't see me'. 

Such superstitions are on the rise - 77 per cent of people in a recent survey admitted to engaging in 
some form of superstitious behaviour, while 42 per cent said they were 'very, or somewhat' superstitious. 
But it may simply be an evolutionary hangover, according to a study from Harvard University. Protecting 
ourselves against potential threats (whether a bear in the forest, or paint pot falling on us as we walk 
under a ladder) makes sense for our survival, says Dr Kevin Foster of Harvard. 'Natural selection can 
readily favour making all kinds of associations, including many incorrect ones, in order to make sure that 
the really important (and therefore life- saving) associations are made,' he points out. But there's a giant 
leap between keeping a St Christopher medallion in your handbag and becoming neurotic to the point 
where your daily life is hampered. 

'A big issue with anxiety is a preoccupation with future events,' says Dr d'Felice.'lf you find 
yourself going from mild superstition to a more rigid belief system, and becoming distressed if you can't 
carry out your ritual, it's a red flag - a sign you're overstretched, and that you need to take a step back 
and look after yourself better.' 

Alternatively, you could just cross your fingers and hope for the best. 


Courtesy: Daily Mail 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-1280741/Are-YOU-ruled-superstition-lt-modern-world-driving- 

mad-irrational-fears-OCD-rise.html 
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A Never Ending Journey 

Dr. Narendra Dabholkar. 

(Dr Narendra Dabholkar was requested to write about his past experience and achievements of his 
several organizations in the Deepavali issue of the Magazine called 'Shabda' (word). About 8 eminent 
persons wrote about their experiences and achievement under the Title 'A Look Back'. Here is the gist 
of his article written in July 2007, translated into English.by Ms Suman Oak) 

Since 1971 I have been involved in the various movements of Social Change fighting for 
Social Justice, economic exploitation, corruption and politics. I came in this movement in 1985. I had 
not felt the need and urgency of it at that time. So as soon as bickering began to come to the fore, I 
decided to quit. I don't know what would have happened had I quit the organization. But certainly I 
would not have been there. My Pune colleagues argued, 'We have the intension to work, and you are 
the one who possesses commanding oratory and also can spare time.' Thus I became the Co¬ 
ordinator for two years and continue if the organization seemed to take root. This took place in 1989. 
Two years later I was elected the working president. Strangely enough those who put pressure on me 
to lead, gave up the work, one by one while I alone stuck on. We had 17/18 branches then; and now 
have a network of large number of activists working in 180 branches. 

Recently an eminent elder social worker said to me, 'you seem to be doing well; no bickering in 
the organization; although not an NGO, you face no financial difficulties; the media too support you.' 
Though I was amused by his remark, I began to ponder 'being such a huge organization, why is there 
no bickering, no quarrels, no disparaging remarks, no antagonism?' This reassuring atmosphere, the 
love of the co-workers, their confidence in me, I am certainly in an enviable position. 

I have been the president from day one. After 3 years I wanted to step down but could not. Then they 
decided to allow me to step down once the anti-black magic bill was passed. It is being postponed time 
and again and I remain the president. Not that I will retire after stepping down, for I am blessed with 
some rare abilities, such as, organizing work, keeping cool, perseverance, enviable health and ability to 
travel and work continuously without rest. Of course, age counts and the picture will eventually change. 
But I will try my best to remain alert and active. 

During the last 18 years, we never experienced economic difficulty because of our unique way 
of work. The organization does not have an office of its own. All the branches are self supporting. They 
earn a little from the programmes they organize, self study tests, donations from members and 
sympathisers and some percentage out of the advertisements they get for the magazine. I believe in 
what Gandhiji said, 'No good work can suffer for want of funds.' 

We get considerable publicity and people think we hanker for it. But I always remind my co¬ 
activists that an organization can rarely remain in the public eye for such a long time; and we should be 
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prepared for being ignored eventually. Our work is publicized for three reasons. First the activities for 
eradication of superstition are intrinsically newsworthy. Secondly people and the media in Maharashtra 
believe that our activists are honest. The third reason, I must admit is that we maintain proper relations 
with the media, take care to give them correct and honest accounts of our activities in time. Whenever 
any incident connected with Eradication of Superstition occurs I write a report on it and most of the 
main news papers immediately publish it. 

The real test me and my organization had to pass was a different issue. Whenever an 
organization is founded people start casting aspersion s on it. To which caste do the activists and the 
leaders belong? As we gathered strength, the discussion about the castes became more aggressive. 
Some accused me of trying to destroy religion and therefore they asked for my expulsion out of 
Maharashtra. Others who called themselves progressive and secular accused that being a Brahmin, my 
real intension is not eradicating superstition and I am not capable of it. I have a hidden agenda, a 
Brahmanic plot for deceiving the public. This caste ridden psyche is illogical but it is made to sound 
logical. A venomous attack of this sort could harm any organization. But we remained unscathed not 
because all the exploitative characteristics stuck on to my caste do not apply to me; but because of the 
vast membership encompassing all castes and sub castes existing in this state. Caste was never 
considered while electing office-bearers, so that sticking any caste label to the organization is 
impossible. 

I have no precise answers to the questions, 'how could we spread the organization so wide, 
without any bickering? How can we get unstinted support from the media? How do we manage with 
such meagre finances? How do we remain aloof from the caste ridden psyche prevailing here?' But I 
can mention a few possible reasons. Our organizational structure, setup and working are genuinely and 
intentionally democratic and decentralized. Another reason, more important than anything else, is that 
the volunteers join our organization because of their intrinsic motivation; they feel suffocated in the 
superstition ridden surroundings and do not know how to face it. They find a true enlightened path in 
Samiti's work. So strengthening the organization and spreading it becomes their internal need. They 
strive to protect the organization from petty quarrels, caste biases and penury. 

Since the inception of the Samiti, I have been the working president and am considered the 
other side of that coin. But I am completely ignorant of how the Andhashraddhaa Nirmoolan Samiti 
became so strong, healthy and widespread. I did not play any particular role in this. So many people 
have helped me of their own accord. It won't be proper to disclose their identity. Many advocates have 
come to my help, free of charge, whenever law suits are launched against me in various courts. The 
eminent actors Dr. Shriram Lagu and Nilubhau Phule consider themselves as our Bandhuva Majdoor, 
for we can count on them, whenever we need their help and extract work without remuneration. My wife, 
my brothers and sisters, my children all offer unstinted help to me. 
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In treading this path, I avoid reacting to criticism, entering the clamour of accusations and 
counter accusations and the blame game. I refrain from taking legal action for defamation against 
anybody. I do not want to embroil the organization with lawsuits. I do not know whether I am right but 
one thing is sure that avoiding to react never puts you to any loss. When one builds up his image in 
people's minds through such a long march it becomes immune to petty accusations. 

Other than the work of ANiS and the weekly Sadhana, I do not do anything else. This has 
rendered me a single-minded person. For years I have not been on the Kabaddi ground; not seen a 
picture or a play, no outing, not even television. I read only what is needed for my work. This is 
deliberate atrophy of personality and I am aware that people close to me are disturbed. But for the 
present at least, I can't help it. The most significant aspect of it is that I derive pleasure from it. I never 
feel bored or exhausted. People around me change, the thoughts change and the activists keep striving 
like me forgetting everything else. I tell my co-workers, 'don't work out of obligation to the society; don't 
carry any such burden on your head, just enjoy your work. Work only as long as you derive satisfaction 
out of it.' 

We have raised a new issue regarding the content of secularism. That is somewhat different 
from the prevailing progressive concept. One view says that the administration ought to put secularism 
in practice. The other concept maintains that secular politics is impossible as long as the economy 
remains unstable. So measures to stabilize economy should be given priority, informing the toiling 
masses during the process. I prefer to put it as: the umbilical cord of secularism reaches right up to the 
thoughts of Mahatma Phule, Viththal Ramaji Shinde, Mahatma Gandhi and Dr. Babasaaheb 
AMbedakar; all these social reformers who made the anti-public religion turn and face the public. This 
will enrich the content of Indian secularism. Eradicating Superstition is not isolated work. It is necessary 
to unite it with the larger comprehensive social reform movement. But the links between these two 
movements are not in place as yet and we seem to work in isolation. So we should strive to avoid single 
track mindedness amongst the workers. 

The activists of the Samiti are constantly under public watch, much more than other 
organizations. How they behave? Do they walk their talk? But very few people can follow it. But we, 
ANiS as an organization and myself as an individual are honestly trying our best because the moral 
fibre of our character is our strength and people seem to believe us. Many individuals agree with our 
principles and policy; but they do not join us because putting those principles into practice requires a lot 
more courage than they can muster. They cannot afford to antagonize their family and relatives. The 
poojas to be performed and vows to be fulfilled require both husband and wife to carry them out 
together. Refusal to cooperate will disturb the peace in the family. Gopal Ganesh Agarkar put his 
principle very succinctly as, 'Mere adding to your erudition is not enough; one must have the courage to 
act accordingly.' Next he adds, 'I will tell whatever is right (whatever needs to be told) and do all that I 
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can.' I imagine this chain of social change as, 'thought as the first step- then articulation of it- its 
propagation -and then putting into practice. The next step would comprise of building a union that 
amounts to practicing the principles collectively and finally confrontation to bring about change where 
the Samiti needs a change. Sowing seeds of reason in the mind is not an easy job. However reason 
uttered repeatedly does take you a step ahead. The utterance converts into a movement. If people 
involved in the movement practice what they propagate, the movement culminates into a union which is 
a good thing to happen. If, in addition the union jumps into a struggle for change, nothing like it. but 
climbing up these steps exhausts you considerably. I am treading this path with whatever ability I 
possess, knowing fully well that it is endless. 


Who Killed Narendra Dabholkar? 

Ram Puniyani 

The brutal killing of Dr. Narendra Dabholkar (20‘*^ August 2013) is a big jolt to the social 
movement against blind faith and superstitions. During last few decades the tendency for promotion of 
rational thought parallel to social change came up as Popular Science movement. In Maharashtra it 
took shape in the form of a movement, Andh Shraddha Nirmoolan Samiti (Committee for Eradication of 
Blind faith), where it became a powerful campaign for popular awareness, under the leadership of Dr. 
Narendra Dabholkar. There were those who were uncomfortable due to Dr. Dabholkar’s work against 
blind faith and superstitions and so he started getting threats to his life. Before his death he got several 
threats, one of which said, they will give him the same fate as that of Gandhi. After his killing Sanatan 
Prabhat, a Hindutva ideology paper, which constantly spew poison against him, commented that ‘one 
gets what one deserves’. 

The practitioners and supporters of blind faith surely know that their art is a hoax, were sure 
that their blind magic can’t kill the pioneer of a rationalist movement, so they did hire assassins to kill 
Dabholkar. He was recipient of regular abuses from the Hindutva organization, Hindu Janjagruti Samiti, 
on their web posted claims that they have exposed anti Hindu conspiracy. In their publications they put 
across abuses for him in gay abandon, one of which read, ‘Dabholkar’s group” should permanently 
make their faces black for their misdeeds against Hindu religion.” 

As such Dabholakar was not against religion or faith. He strongly condemned the practices of 
blind faith and superstitions, promoted and practiced by Babas and their ilk, who proactively practiced 
and propagated retrograde practices. Some of these practices like and Kami, Bhanamati are the ones’ 
in which magical rites are performed in the name of supernatural power. Some other practices are like 
offering of ash, talisman, charms etc. for the purpose of exorcism and to drive out evil spirits or ghosts. 

These Godmen and their types claim to be in possession of supernatural powers and advertise this 
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claim. Many a times they claim to be reincarnation of a particular Saint or God, and this way they cheat 
the gullible and God-fearing simple folks. They do perform so called black magic and spread fear in 
society. The act which Dabholkar was campaigning for, which the Government adopted after his 
assassination, makes such practices as an offence under this act. Just a reminder that when this act 
was first brought up for discussion BJP-Shiv Sean combine strongly opposed the same. He was critical 
of these irrational practices, and for this he was labeled to be anti Hindu. 

Apart from these upholders of politics in the name of Hindu religion other conservatives were 
also against the activities carried out by his organization. Faith is a complicated phenomenon, true it is 
needed by a section of society. Faith in supernatural power, faith in institution built around the names of 
prophets and individuals operating in the name of some religion or God have to some extent provided 
an emotional support to many in this cruel World with gross deprivations and inequalities. Recognizing 
this weakness of humans many a religio-entrepreneurs have systematically converted the faith into 
blind faith, a series of rituals, acts, which are deliberately used to exploit the gullible. 

The battle between these two tendencies is old enough. Reason on one side and faith on the 
other. Reason believes in questioning the existing beliefs and to keep going beyond the prevalent 
knowledge. Faith, particularly the one constructed around the ‘institutions of religion’ begins with 
unquestioning subservience to the prevalent norms, beliefs and rituals. Many individuals who go in to 
establish their enterprises around these rituals, claim to be having divine powers. Incidentally, most of 
the founders of religions, the prophets, had questioning mind and they questioned the existing norms, 
values and practices. It is precisely for this that many of them were tormented and punished by the 
powers that ruled. The clergy, which built institutions around the names of these prophets or 
supernatural powers, developed rituals in the names of these prophets. The clergy and their practices 
were most static. Such tendency promotes status quo not only of knowledge but also of social 
situations and relations. Clergy promoted the social status quo and so demanded unquestioning loyalty 
to their interpretation of religion and social norms as dictated by them. 

There are many incidents in the history, where those who came up with rational thought were 
not only killed but sometimes harassed to no end. We know the fate of Charvak in India, who 
questioned the supernatural authorities of Vedas, he was condemned, and his writings were burnt. In 
Europe, Copernicus and Galileo’s plight at the hand of clergy is another chapter, while the scientists like 
Bruno, Servatus who argued that diseases are due to Worldly reasons and not due to the wrath of God, 
were burnt alive by the machinations of clergy. The idea here was very simple, if people start 
understanding that the diseases are due to bacteria or other etiological factors, the earlier practices of 
pleasing God through the clergy for healing will come to a halt and clergy’s social power will decline. 

In India as the secularization process, the land reforms plus reduction of the hold of clergy remained 
incomplete, the power of clergy in social field continued. Indian Constitution talks of promotion of 
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scientific temper and people like Nehru kept promoting the inculcation of this scientific temper. 
Meanwhile the political tendencies operating in the name of religion, kept opposing scientific, rational 
thinking and kept uncritically glorifying the ancient past, ancient practices cultivated by the clergy to 
exploit the gullible society, society in the grip of uncertainty and deprivation. 

India did witness the rational movements to promote the scientific temper, but its impact in the 
society remained marginal. With the rise of communal politics from the decade of 1980, the blind faith 
took a massive leap with hoards of Babas and acharyas, setting up their religious enterprises, 
enterprises which probably turned out to be most profitable by any standard. One hopes that the 
business schools are able to calculate the returns on the investments in such enterprises some day. In 
addition many such Babas extracted the additional bonus of physical pleasures of another kind, the way 
currently Asaram Bapu is being accused of and so many of them have had their fill. In a crass manner 
many of the small and high level players also incorporated magical tricks like producing ash and gold 
from nowhere as their trademark of divine powers. It is these tricks which were being exposed by 
Dabholkar’s groups. 

The practitioners of blind faith and these hoards of five-seven star babas, get their legitimacy 
and appreciation from leaders of different hues. While those coming from RSS stable are firmly with 
them at all the levels, even politicians from other tendencies also personally support and follow these 
tricksters. Babas, Godmen and their whole tribe. The communalists stand to support them ideologically 
the way Sanatan Sanstha, while abusing Dabholkar also talked of his work being ‘anti Hindu’! A similar 
trickster, Benny Hynn did public performances for faith healing, and there is no dearth of the ‘Baba 
Bangali’ series indulging in such trade. 

It took Dabholkar’s sacrifice for Mahrashtra Government to pass and bill against blind faith for 
which Daholkar was struggling from decades. He had collected data that it is women who are the 
biggest victims of those practicing black magic. He had been talking of taking on the highly rewarding 
trade of gems and their magic powers, in due course. Alas, that was not to be! Will other state 
Governments follow suit and try to bring a control on the flourishing trade of blind faith, black magic and 
its ilk? Will the progressive social movement take up the cause of the major victims of these 
abominable practices and take the society forward to the path of rational thought, rational culture and 
rational politics, away from the trappings of the faith based blindness. While our ‘scientific 
establishment’ has made giant strides the scientific thinking still lags behind as science is being 
practiced mostly as an instrument and not as a way of life. That’s how in many of science and 
technology institutions, on Dussera day, computers are worshipped with flowers and by putting 
Vermillion on the forehead of the monitors! Can sacrifice of Dabholar wake up our policy makers to such 
a serious lacuna in our teaching and practice of science? We seem to have liked the benefits of 
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technology and have been undermining the scientific way of thought and practice, more so after the 
politics-nationalism has started wearing the cloak of religion. 


The Dilemmas and Challenges faced by the Rationalist Indian 

T V Venkateswaran 

The murder of renowned rationalist Narendra Dabholkar on the streets of Pune on 20 August, 
2013, was a wake-up call for the nation. While out on his morning walk, two unidentified assailants on a 
motorcycle fired at him from close range near the Omkareshwar bridge. As the news of his gruesome 
murder spread, spontaneous demonstrations took place across Maharashtra. In his home town Satara, 
thousands came out to pay tribute to this leading light of the anti-superstition movement who had taken 
on many a self-appointed godmen. The all-party bandh called the next day was near complete with 
willing participants closing their businesses and shops. The chilling effect of the premeditated murder 
reverberated throughout the state. 

Witnessing the public outrage, the state cabinet hastily promulgated an anti-superstition 
ordinance based on the “Maharashtra Prevention and Eradication of Human Sacrifice and other 
Inhuman Evil Practices and Black Magic Bill”. Dhabolkar had been relentlessly campaigning for the 
adoption of this bill, which has been languishing in the assembly for many years. 

The Anti-Superstition Crusader 

Although Dabholkar’s reformist ideas often led to confrontation, he always sought compromise 
and reconciliation. Firm in his conviction, he was altogether non-violent in his approach. He met his 
shrill and abusive opponents with calm and sober arguments and said that “in the struggle to end 
ignorance he did not need any weapons”. Though Dabholkar had lately received several death threats 
and hate mails from some Hindu extremist groups, he refused to seek police protection. Who would 
have imagined that this mild mannered and soft spoken man would end up getting murdered in cold 
blood? 

Though Sanatan Sanstha, a Hindu extremist organisation, suspected of murdering Dabholkar, 
denied its role in the murder, its ideologue Jayant Athvale in the organisation’s mouthpiece Santhan 
Prabhat diabolically wrote “it's God’s grace to die in a manner in which Dabholkar died. It is better than 
dying of a prolonged illness or suffering from pain induced by surgical procedures”. 

Dabholkar was a versatile man with a medical degree and a keen interest in social reform. 
Perhaps, the tenacity with which he pursued the anti-superstition bill for many years came from his 
training as a kabaddi player. His district team won not only the coveted Ashwini Kumar Bhoir Gold Cup, 
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but he also represented India in a match against Bangladesh in a kabbaddi tournament. Inspired by 
the Socialist labour leader and social reformer Baba Adhav's “One village, one drinking water well” 
campaign, Dabholkar quit his lucrative medical profession to undertake social work and cultural reform. 
He opined that the caste is at the root of inequality in the Indian society, and without a cultural 
revolution equality was not possible. He strived for the annihilation of the caste system. Just days 
before his death, Dabholkar appeared on a television panel discussion on the role of caste panchayats 
in the context of the murder of a girl by her own father in Nashik, as she had dared to marry outside her 
caste. 

In the past thirty years there has been a marked increase in use of religious and sectarian 
identities for political gains, emergence of irrational cults in the name of religion and the glorification of 
obscurantist practices in the name of culture. This has provided the ideological basis for, at times, brutal 
unscientific actions in both public and personal domains. Discrimination based on caste, gender and 
ethnic identities perpetuated on the basis of irrational beliefs and superstitions is still widely prevalent 
and is on the rise. In no small measure, the privatisation of electronic media has also had the 
undesirable effect of providing a platform and visibility to the forces responsible for the spread of 
irrationality and undermining of the scientific temper. 

Open to Misinterpretation: Section 259A 

Articie 51 A (h) of the Constitution of India urges every citizen “to develop the scientific 
temper, humanism and the spirit of inquiry and reform”. However, this endeavour is becoming not just 
difficult but dangerous and, at times, lethal as in the case of Dabholkar. When intolerance rules the 
roost, not just taking on superstitious practices, but even activities such as bringing out large number of 
people to watch the “total solar eclipse”, or a critical appraisal of public policies becomes problematic. 
The murder of Dabholkar compels us to ruminate over two dilemmas; free speech versus reasonable 
restrictions in the light of the section 259A of the Indian Penal Code (IPC), and the contending claims of 
cultural relativism and social reform. 

Indeed as hate speeches silence the minorities and are inimical to democracy, some form of 
reasonable restrictions appear incumbent. Hate speeches create a volatile situation leading to 
communal violence. This in turn leads to the ghettoisation of minorities and prevents them from from 
participating effectively and freely in the democratic process with confidence. In the worst case scenario, 
as in Rwanda or in Nazi Germany, hate speeches may lead to physical elimination of a section of the 
population on the basis of religion, race, ethnicity, caste, gender or sexual orientation. In a plural society, 
such as ours, it is necessary not only to respect the different religious beliefs; feelings and practices of 
all but also protect these from scurrility, vilification, ridicule and hate. However, drawing the line 
between a hate speech and a rational “condemnation” of practices or religious views is disputatious. 
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Akin to the hate speech law in the IPC is the contentious section 295A. Lord Macaulay avowing that “I 
am not a Mussulman; but if I were a judge in India, I should have no scruple about punishing a Christian 
who should pollute a mosque”, inserted section 295 that criminalises the actions of “whoever destroys, 
damages or defiles any place of worship, or any object held sacred by any class of persons”. But a 
provision under this section which outlaws “deliberate and malicious acts intended to outrage religious 
feelings of any class” has become a bone of contention. Far from protecting social and communal 
harmony, section 295A has a history of abuse and arbitrary imposition. 

The Supreme Court in the light of the freedom of speech guaranteed under the section 19 of 
the Indian Constitution, in the “Ramji Lai Modi vs State of Utter Pradesh” stated that “295A does not 
penalize any and every... insult to or attempt to insult the religion or the religious beliefs' but ...it 
penalizes only those acts [or] insults to or those varieties of attempts to insult the religion or the 
religious beliefs of a class of citizens, which are perpetuated with the deliberate and malicious intention 
of outraging the religious feelings of the class”. The court made a distinction between intentional insults 
that clearly had a “calculated tendency” to “disrupt the public order” and “insults to religion offered 
unwittingly or carelessly or without any deliberate or malicious intention”. Yet history is replete with 
instances of abuse and harassment of those who take up cudgels against superstition and the so called 
godmen. 

Abuse of Section 295A: Some Examples 

Take the case of two young women in Mumbai who were recently arrested for posting an 
innocuous comment on Facebook which described the reaction of the city to the death of Shiv Sena 
leader Bal Thackeray as disproportional. The police booked them under the notorious 295A of IPC. It is 
another matter that the case was dropped and the officers responsible for the arrest were suspended 
for overreacting. Flow can we expect democracy to flourish and thrive if one cannot boldly express 
contentious views without fear or threat? 

Or take the case of Sanal Edamaruku who for now more than a decade along with his 
colleagues from the Indian Rationalist Association has been promoting reason and humanism. Fie and 
members of his innovative "Rationalist Reality Theatre" group visit villages dressed as godmen. They 
perform "miracles" before the audience who think that they are actually witnessing miracles performed 
by holy-men. Then suddenly the activists pull the curtain revealing the scientific basis behind the so 
called miracles. The intention of such activities is to inculcate scientific temper. 

Recently, Edamaruku and his colleagues investigated the alleged miracle of water dripping 
from the statue of Jesus Christ at the Catholic Church of Our Lady in Vile Parle, Mumbai. After 
establishing that the cause was just a leaky pipe with water travelling up the statue by capillary action, 

Sanal appeared on prime time Mumbai TV to debunk the so called miracle. Next day, seventeen 
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complaints were filed against him at various police stations all invoking section 295A of the 
IPC. Having been denied anticipatory bail and fearing pre-trial imprisonment, Sanal sought refuge in 
Europe. Most likely Sanal will be discharged of all the accusations levied against him, but it is 
absolutely certain that he will spend the next several years chasing lawyers and visiting courtrooms. 

In February 2010, Hulikal Nataraj, a school teacher and rationalist, in a TV interview had stated 
that the so called miraculous divine Jyothi at the Sabarimala Ayyappa temple was a human creation. 
This allegedly hurt the sentiment of a Bajarang Dal activist on who’s complaint a non-bailable arrest 
warrant was issued against Nataraj. However, a Karnataka High court judge H N Nagamohan Das not 
only quashed the case but also indicted the entire system by summoning the home secretary to the 
court. As a result the increment of the sub-inspector who had attempted to arrest Nataraj was withheld. 
When Tamil Nadu Science Forum, an organisation committed to popularisation of science, wanted to 
arrange for a public viewing of the annual solar eclipse in 2011, and cook and eat food during the 
eclipse in defiance of the taboo, the police gave their permission reluctantly to hold the event. 
Rationalist campaigner Narandera Nayak had a brief brush with section 295A when he contended that 
the cow urine was just like the urine of any other animal and there is nothing sacred about it. When the 
Kannada movie actress Jayamala allegedly visited the Sabrimala temple violating the taboo, which 
forbids women in the menstruating age bracket to enter it, the same provision was invoked. The 
ludicrous extreme to much which this provision could be abused is apparent from the reported arrest of 
Kartik, a youth, who's crime was to reply to an Hanuman Jayanthi greeting with a comment that “there 
is no god”. He was taken in police custody on the grounds of “hurting religious sentiments” invoking 
section 259A. 

It is as if anyone can take offense to anything nowadays. Pandering to such intense sensitivity 
could become counter-productive. Liberal criticism helps expose notorious practices within a religion 
that may violate human rights. As history has shown evil practices such as Sati or dowry were severely 
condemned by social reformers even in the face of opposition from groups defending these customs. 
Subsequently, legislations prohibiting these practices were adopted. No social reform would have been 
possible if we were intolerant to criticism, or prohibit condemnation of religious and cultural practices. 
The freedom of religion implies tolerance of offensive or dissenting views. Stifling criticism and rational 
disapprobation impinges upon the freedom of speech on the one hand and potential reform on the other. 
There is no right to be not offended. 

As the "reasonable restrictions" on free speech in reality are no longer applied in a reasonable 
way, a chilling atmosphere stifling free speech and thought is created. It is evident that the public 
sphere is getting more and more stifled with the recurrent abuse of the section 295A. 

Though the misuse of section 295A is rampant, its off-hand repeal may be prove to be 
counterproductive given the fact that hate speeches calculated to raise passions are a reality. Even the 


11 



Thought & Action 


Oct - Dec 2013 


severest condemnation by rationalists of some religious practices is inspired by humanism and may at 
best inspire reform and at worst a conspiracy of silence. But the underlying intention of a hate speech is 
neither reform nor is the motive humanism. Free speech has to be balanced with other requirements for 
the democracy to work. Perhaps the urgent need is to recast section 259A on the model of hate speech 
laws of Canada, South Africa and European Union, and balance the need for critical examination of 
religion and all cultural practices with the need to protect minorities (religious, cultural, ethnic and 
sexual orientation etc.) from ridicule and hate. 

Cultural Pluralism vs Rationality 

Cultural pluralism poses another dilemma. If the French are to be condemned for adopting 
domestic laws prohibiting the wearing of a veil and branded as intolerant to cultural sensitivities, then 
can one take offence to the public display of religious symbols, figures, images and artefacts in 
government offices, religious ceremonies in institutes and religious invocations during inaugurations of 
scientific conferences? A number of acts such as these, including taking of the miniature rocket to the 
temple at Tirupati for blessings, are accepted in the name of culture. 

This then raises some serious questions? Why ban the sale of amulets, magic stones, 
talismans, bracelets and charms when we are not ready to ban the sale of “astrological stones”; why 
ban animal sacrifice for the appeasement of gods or spirits when we are not ready to ban let’s say, 
brahminical rituals? Do these bans subtly display discrimination, subtly place neo-vedantic religion on a 
pedestal while demeaning the practices of other cultures? What would be the rationale behind 
demarcating legitimate religious and cultural practices from ones that need to be prohibited? 

Indeed it looks “cool” to be defending the culture or practices of the underdog, however 
dreadful these might be. But on the ground, when poor and marginalised families fatalistically resort to 
talisman and charms rather than organise themselves to demand their entitlements, cultural relativism 
does not seem so charming. When traditions trample human rights, discriminate on the basis of gender 
and caste, they suddenly appear not so glorious. 

A relook at the concept of scientific temper and reform is an urgent task. This cannot be 
brushed aside as an archaic or a Nehruvian idea. In a multicultural and a pluralist society such as ours, 
if we need to abjure violence and promote democracy, then we need to engage with these questions 
intensely and immediately. 

(T V Venkateswaran, is with Vigyan Prasar, Department of Science and Technoiogy, New Deihi. The 
views expressed by the author are personai.) 
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Dr. Abraham Kovoor- Great Rationalist Legendry 

V.A.Menon 

Everyone of us is born to die. But death becomes eventful when it mean serving humanity. 
Death of the legendry rationalist Dr.Abraham Kovoor is one of this kind. 

Dr. Kovoor, the world renowned rationalist, psychologist and philosopher breathed his last on 
18th September,1978. As per his will, his eyes were sent to Chennai and were promptly grafted on two 
blind men. Those two blind men could see the world through his eyes. His body was given to the 
medical college for the benefit of the students. Later his skeleton was given to Thurstan College, where 
he worked as professor for a long time. These were examples of serving humanity even after death. For 
Dr. Kovoor, death is the end of his life and as per him there is no soul or “atma” that can survive the 
death. Dr. Kovoor became a legendry for his researches on psychic, para-psychic and spiritual 
phenomena. He spent over half a century studying the so called paranormal happenings and he came 
to the conclusion that there is no objective truth behind such claims and beliefs. He said, “Nobody has 
and nobody ever had supernatural powers. They exist only in the pages of scriptures and sensation- 
mongering newspapers.” Dr. Kovoor attracted sensation when he issued a challenge to all who claim 
paranormal or supernatural powers to prove it under fraud-proof conditions. He offered a reward of one 
lakh rupees to the winner. But till his death no one came forward to claim this amount. 

Dr. Kovoor’s life was mission to teach people to go by reason and not by superstition. He 
widely traveled around the world to propagate this message. His “Divine Miracle Exposure campaign 
“ trips to India is well known. He could attract the attention of millions through his powerful speech. His 
speech was always followed by a miracle exposure demonstration by his friend Mr. B. Premanand, 
who has won the NCSTC award from Government of India for imparting scientific temper. Mr. Premand 
used to demonstrate hundreds of items which are baffling to the common man. It used to be breath 
taking to see an oil-lamp is lit with water as fuel instead of oil and when a man drinks concentrated nitric 
acid and when images appear on glass plates when blown on it and when fire appears from nowhere to 
burn the towel held in hand! Dr.Kovoor wife with Mrs. Sirimao Bandaranaike Dr. A. T. Kovoor 

Dr. Kovoor accompanied by his wife Mrs. Acca Kovoor used to go and investigate 
paranormal happenings where ever reported. He even challenged the tantriks and mantriks to kill him 
with in a stipulated time period using their so-called power. They visited cemeteries during mid-night in 
search of ghosts and visited haunted houses to find cause behind it. The true stories of such 
investigations are compiled his books “BEGONE GODMEN” and “GODS, DEMONS & SPIRITS”. One 
story from his book was filmed in Malayalam and the film was a block -buster. 

Dr. Kovoor was born in Kerala on 10th April, 1898 as the son of the late Very Rev. Kovoor Eipe 
Thomma Kattanar, the Vicar General of Mar Thomma Syrian Church of Malabar. Dr. Kovoor comments 
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about his birth thus: “Over three quarters of a century ago I was born in the beautiful land of Kerala in a 
Syrian Christian family as the son of a Christian priest as the result of a geographical and biological 
accident, over which I had neither control nor choice”. 

After completing his school education at the Syrian Christian Seminary, Thiruvalla, started by 
his father first at his ancestral home, and later moved to dominant site in the town donated by him to the 
church, the young Abaham Kovoor, with his younger brother the late Dr. Behanan T. Kovoor, formery of 
Yale University, U.S.A., and the United Nations, proceeded to Calcatta for higher studies. At Bengabasi 
College, Calcutta, he specialized in botany and zoology. 

After two years of service as Assistant Lecturer in botany at the C.M.S. College, Kottayam, 
Kovoor migrated to Sri Lanka in 1928 at the invitaion of Rev. P.T.Cash, the principal of Jaffna Central 
College. Rev. Cash, an outstanding botanist, met Kovoor at Coty while both of them were out in the 
field collecting specimens of mountain flora. 

During his first year at the Jaffna Central College young Kovoor was asked to teach scripture to 
the final year students in addition to botany. When the results came from the Cambridge University it 
was found that all his students passed in scripture with credits and distinctions. Next year there was no 
scripture in Kovoor’s time table. It was given over to Rev. C. L. Gibbon, the Vice-Principal. When 
questioned about it. Rev. Cash saild with a smile in his face, “Abraham, I know you produced the best 
result in scripture. All your students passed in scripture, but all of them lost their religions!” 

Leaving Jaffna Central College in 1943, when Rev. Cash retired and left Sri Lanka, Dr. Kovoor 
joined Richmond College, Galle, and later St. Thomas College, Mount Lavinia. In 1959 he retired as the 
head of the science department at Thurstan College, Colombo. 

It was only after retirement from service that Dr. Kovoor began to speak write about his life long 
research into the field of spiritualism and psychic phenomena. Dr. Kovoor said, “Like all children I was 
indoctrinated and brain-washed in the superstitious beliefs and practices of my parent’s religion, and it 
was an uphill task for me to get rid of those foolish notions in my adulthood.” 

As an investigator of so-called occult phenomena Dr.Kovoor busied himself in removing from 
the minds of ignorant people their unfounded fear about ghosts, and debunking the claims of miracle 
performers, charmists, astrologers, palmists, spiritualists, numerologists, necromancers and the like 
who exploit the ignorance of people and amass wealth. He slept in haunted houses and walked in 
cemeteries during mid-night in search of ghosts. He commenced the most important events of his life at 
inauspicious moments. To convince the people that all those claims of para-normal powers are only tall 
claims , he had thrown out his famous open challenge to them to prove their claims under scientific 
fraud-proof conditions. 
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Dr. Kovoor said, “He who does not allow his miracles to be investigated in a crook. He who does not 
have the courage to investigate a miracle is a gullible. He who is prepared to believe without verification 
if a fool.” 

Mr. Hariharan Poonjar, a journalist and a close friend of Dr. Kovoor said in his introduction to 
Dr.Kovoor’s book “GODS, DEMONS & SPIRITS”, “Kovoor was a happy man. He had realized how 
happy it would be to be rational. No superstitions, no fear and no dogmas. His was a mind that reached 
out to freedom propelled by the fuel of knowledge. It rose and rose and had a vision of Being from the 
height of rationalist self-realization that ruled out an eternal self. So he had no difficulty in willing that his 
body after death should be used for medical research and that his eyes should be used for grafting . 
Here was a balanced man with a mind attuned to the laws of nature.” 

Belief in supernatural and para-normal powers are not the outcome of any research or 
objective enquiry. They are the result of ignorance and fear. These beliefs originated during the 
primitive period when man was unaware of the causes behind nature and natural forces. When faced 
with thunder-storm, flood, lightening , forest-fire, or any other natural calamity man had no alternative 
other than hiding in some caves. As he was unaware of the causes of these calamities, he started 
adoring these forces, which lead to the nature worship. Later he attributed all these to some sort of 
supernatural forces, and thus gods and goddesses took birth in human minds. Compared to the 
primitive man who used stones, arrows , bows and swords as weapons, today’s modern man is 
equipped with worst destructive weapons like atom, hydrogen and neutron bombs. Man has 
revolutionalised his communication net work. Primitive man’s world was limited to the place he lived in 
and to the extent he could cover by walk. But today the entire world is at his fingertip. A man lived in 
first century could have never imagined of computers or information technology. Man dreamt about 
flying in the sky like birds. He could therefore imagine about traveling by air. There is mention about a 
plane “pushpak viman” in Ramayan. But there no mention about Television, mobile phone or computer 
in any of the epics. The kings used pigeons to send messages. But today man uses E-Mail to 
communicate with other s which takes only seconds to communicate around the world. As generations 
pass, man’s intellect is growing, which enable him to explore new fields. Though man has advanced a 
lot materially, mentally he is still in the primitive age. He is still visualizing and adoring those people who 
used primitive weapons and primitive attire. A good majority of people, especially in developing 
countries like India live in mental slavery. They have given the ownership and the governing right of 
their mind to some leaders or agencies. These leaders are able to make these people dance to their 
tunes. When they tell to jump and die, these people blindly obey with out any second thought. But the 
leaders remain absolutely safe under protection. This is an indication that material advancement does 
not bring in cultural and social changes. Only an educational movement can bring in this change . The 
social reformers like Mahatma Phule of Maharashtra, M.N. Roy of Bengal, Sree Narayana Guru , 
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Bhramhananda swami Shivayogi , Ayyankali and M.C.Joseph of Kerala , Periyar E. V. Ramasami of 
Tamil Nadu tried to wipe out the blind faiths from the minds of people and establish a religion-less, cast¬ 
less society in which every one lived like own brothers. 

Dr. Kovoor based his movement on modern science. He tried to bring about social change by 
inculcating scientific temper among masses. He used scientific method in solving the numerous 
encounters he had with psychic phenomena. He has narrated those true stories in his books “BEGONE 
GODMEN and GODS, DEMONS and SPIRITS (Published by Jaico Publishers, 121, M.G. Road, Fort, 
Mumbai-23) He advised people to go by reason in all matters. He has realized that modern era belongs 
to science and only science can bring about human progress. His contribution in modernizing the 
human thought makes him next only to Bertrand Russel. 


Youth May Provide Hope 

Keshava Shet Revankar 

In March, skeptic, Mr.Narendra Nayak narrated the saga of long struggle by B. Premanand, 
for spreading 'Rationalist' thinking among Indians. Many of us agree with him that it is futile to speak to 
the elders. Only the youth may provide Hope. 

How can the youth be approached? When much of the Hindi & regional language Print/visual 
Media are engaged in marketing Superstitions and spreading Saffron-Ideology, day-in and day-out 
this appears to be a formidable task. 

The biological soft-ware of Hindus was programmed a couple of thousand years back (As it is 
in every other Faith) What was firmly planted in their minds was not the essence of "Sankhya" or 
"Upanishads" or "Buddhism". But it was what the cunning 'Purohitshahi' had cleverly invented Rituals 
from birth to death, with concoct psychological meanings to make them inevitable. Superstitions were 
venerated and glorified providing mythological background to use them as tools of 'Fear-Mongering'. 
For example, stories behind eclipses. 

In recent decades, the economic boom has opened the market for religious heads, Purohits, 
astrologers, and a host of new age fake Gurus, to exploit the narcissistic greed of the rich and gullible 
anticipating masses. Invoking the blessings of a legion of gods through a Menu of Rituals. One can 
notice large Menu-Boards in front of all big Temples, just like menu-cards in 4/5 star Hotels. 

Scientists and Educational Institutions have failed to create a scientific environment, because the 
Saffron forces have succeeded in sabotaging Article 51 A (4) art iv A. How to bring the above facts to 
the notice of the educated youth? 

Harking back to the same theme of "Atheism" may not make any impression, because even 
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the youth of educated , elite society are groomed by the elders to follow in their foot-steps. To quote 
Tagore - their" clear stream of reason has lost it's way into the dreary-desert sands of Dead-Habits" 

Richard Dawkins' Book 'GOD DELUSION' is sold in millions in the West and even in Turkey. 
How many have read in India? Let me quote a few of his observations. 

"The truths of evolution, along with many other scientific truths are so engrossingly 
fascinating and beautiful, how truly tragic it is to die, having missed out on all that" Religion is an insult 
to human dignity. With or without it you would have good people doing good things and evil people 
doing evil things.. But for good people to do evil things it takes Religion. Men never do evil so 
completely and cheerfully as when they do it from religious-conviction" 

It is perplexing, how the cynical Priests were able to subjugate 'Shudras' and 'Women' 
to be in a state of 'Passivity' during last 2000 years, specially after banishment of Buddhism. All by 
'Fear-Mongering' and promise of a place in heaven. (GITA Chap.9 - 32,33) 

How many Hindus know that 'Linga' (Phallus) worship was prevalent among primitive Hebrew 
Tribes, long before it was adopted by Vedic Brahmins. It is really disgusting to see that a tribal cult is 
practiced in 21st century. 

There is much more to tell the youth, to make them aware of the dangers of indoctrination of 
Saffron-Ideology, some of which is being witnessed in many parts of India. 


The Untold Story of the Bhagavad Gita 

Dr. K.P.S. Kamath 

The Bhagavad Gita has always been regarded as the handbook of Hinduism. Various 
Acharyas and Swamis, not to mention western authors, have written lengthy commentaries on this 
acclaimed text. All of them have interpreted this text in the Mahabharata context, as applicable to 
Arjuna’s despondency on the battlefield. 

The truth is that most of the shlokas in the Bhagavad Gita are not related to Arjuna’s 
despondency, but to two successive revolutions -Upanishadic and Bhagavata- to overthrow decadent 
Brahmanism steeped in corrupt Yajnas known as Kamya Karma and abuse of Varna Dharma 
(hierarchical class system). This is its historical context. All commentators have misinterpreted shlokas 
related to this context as related to Arjuna, and by extension to all Kshatriyas on the battlefield. Such 
misapplication resulted in disastrous consequences for India. 

This is the first commentary ever to reveal the true intent and spirit of the Bhagavad Gita in its 
historical context: Who composed it, when and for what specific purpose? What was the Original Gita 
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like? How did it burgeon into the text as we know it today as the Bhagavad Gita-Upanishad? Only by 
interpreting the text in its historical context could one know its true intent and spirit. 

Over fifteen years of diligent research into this acclaimed text led to numerous fascinating discoveries 
some of which are: 

1. There were only 77 shlokas in the Original Gita, known as Arjuna Vishada. 

2. This Gita was composed around 250 B.C. shortly after the Third Buddhist Council was held at 
Pataliputra, sponsored by Ashoka the Great. 

3. In this Gita Arjuna, suffering from Shokam (grief), Dwandwam (doubt, fickleness of mind) and fear of 
bad Karmaphalam (sin) before the Mahabharata War was modeled after Ashoka the Great (ruled 272- 
232 B.C.) suffering from the same three maladies after the bloody Kalinga war. 

4. The hidden goal of Arjuna Vishada was to dissuade Kshatriyas from abandoning their Varna Dharma 
(Class-designated Duty based on Guna/Karma doctrine) like traitorous Ashoka and his Buddhist 
followers did, and stay within the fold of Brahmanism, however imperfect it might be, as Arjuna did in 
the poem. 

5. There are three distinct Gitas hidden in the text of the Bhagavad Gita: Brahmanic, Upanishadic and 
Bhagavata, each with a distinct pair of doctrines. 

6. The real goal of both Upanishadic and Bhagavata Gitas was to overthrow decadent Brahmanism 
steeped in corrupt Yajnas and inequitable Varna Dharma, which resulted in the birth and rise of 
heterodox Dharmas. 

7. Jnanayoga was designed to reform corrupt Brahmin ritualists, and Karmayoga was designed to 
reform corrupt Kshatriya ritualists. 

8. The ultimate goal of the Bhagavad Gita was to establish a broad-based Dharma worshiping One God 
with Bhaktiyoga, and without mindless rituals and caste system. 

9. Brahmanic scribes resorted to every literary trick to destroy the true intent and spirit of the Bhagavad 
Gita, and restore corrupt Yajnas/rituals and abuse of Varna Dharma. That is why the text is so 
disjointed and incomprehensible. 

10. Not knowing the historical context of the Bhagavad Gita, all great Acharyas and Swamis 
misinterpreted and misapplied it to Arjuna, and Kshatriyas by default, on the battlefield resulting in 600 
years of disastrous Islamic rule of India. 

11. Had they interpreted this text properly, Hinduism would not be riddled with class/caste system, 
Untouchability, greedy priests fleecing people with mindless rituals, and thousands of abominable 
superstitions. 
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Post-Kumbh Mela, the Sangam presents an unholy sight 

Omar Rashid 

ALLAHABAD: Almost two months have passed since the largest human gathering, the Maha Kumbh 
Mela, concluded here, registering a mammoth 100 million devotees over 55 days. Huge banners and 
hoardings welcomed visitors to an eco-friendly, ‘Green Kumbh,’ spread this time over an extensive 
4,000 acres. 

While the Uttar Pradesh government receives accolades for its management of the mega event 
— most recently through a presentation invite by Harvard University — the Mela has left behind a trail 
of dirt and debris along the Ganga. 

The banks of the Sangam are strewn with filth, flowers, pieces of earthen pots, leaf plates, 
polythene bags, excreta, shoes, clothes, plastic bottles, and other objects abandoned by the visitors. 
The retreating rivers have also left potholes on the banks, which are now breeding ground for flies and 
mosquitoes. “They [the administration] have deserted us,” says Brij Mohan Mishra, a priest, who like 
many others makes his living performing rituals at the Sangam. “With this mess around, how will things 
work? We have to clean the place ourselves. Where is the management now?” he asks. 

Around 8,000 Safai Karmacharis or manual cleaning personnel, belonging to the Bhangi 
Scheduled Caste, were employed to keep the Kumbh area clean. During the main bathing days, 
especially the Shahi Snans or royal baths, they could be seen chasing down every piece of plastic bag 
carried by the wind anywhere close to the bathing ghats. However, since they left for their native 
villages in neighbouring Chitrakoot, Fatehpur, Banda, Mirzapur and Kaushambhi districts, the 
cleanliness drive seems to have deserted the Sangam. “Mela Khatam, Safai Khatam [With the 
conclusion of the Mela, the cleanliness drive is also over],” says Ganesh Nishad. 

For Chaundhihars or scavengers like him belonging to the Nishad caste, the waste left behind 
is a site for an unlikely treasure hunt. He paddles in the dirty water in search of coins or other valuables 
left behind by the devotees. At dry spots, the other Nishads are seen digging endlessly into the sandy 
banks with spades. “I’m not much concerned about the coins. If I get a gold necklace or ring, my labour 
will get saved for days,” says Ganesh. At Daraganj, a locality on the banks of the Ganga and which 
formed the extreme end of the Mela, residents can only wait for the Monsoons to wash away the waste. 
Maujiram Bhind, 65, a veteran of many Kumbhs, says the amount of solid waste left behind this time 
was unprecedented. “The mela was larger, so the range of dirt has increased. From the Hanuman 
temple at the Sangam till the Nagavasuki Temple, there is polythene and excreta everywhere. And yet, 
no [mosquito] fogging has been done till today,” he says. 
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Further, during the Kumbh, all the city sewers were directed downstream of the Sangam to 
keep the bathing ghats free of filth. However, these sewer lines have once again been diverted into the 
river. With pipelines running alongside the accumulated dirt in the bylanes, the residents are concerned 
with a major health scare. 

“How do we know that these taps are not infected with dirty water? Every other day somebody is falling 
sick or complaining of stomach ache or vomiting. We fear we might have to face cholera or malaria,” 
says Guddu Nishad. 

The vast amount of debris and dirt has also restricted the farming of the Nishads, who during 
summer cultivate cucumbers, cantaloupes and water-melons on the exposed sandbank. They are 
traditionally engaged in boating, fishing and sandmining. 

Conceding the threats posed by the waste. Mayor Abhilasha Gupta said the administration 
would initiate a cleaning and fogging programme to prevent any health epidemics, with the support of 
NGOs, the Allahabad Municipality, the Health Department and the Army Cantonment, under whose 
immediate jurisdiction the Sangam area falls. 

“Work could not start earlier due to cancellation of programmes. Those living close to the banks 
are the worst sufferers and by the first week of May, we shall start picking the polythene and move on 
to removing the dirt,” she said. 

The Ganga Action Parivar, the force behind the Clean Ganga drive and theorganizer of the 
‘Green- Kumbh’ initiative, will also send a delegation to Chief Minister Akhilesh Yadav on May 10 for the 
initiation of a cleaning drive, said Ram Mahesh Mishra, Director of Parmarth Niketan of Rishikesh. “The 
administration and various organizations can initiate drives, but the ultimate responsibility to keep the 
area clean lies with the devotees who came there,” he said. 

CourtEsy:The Hindu 


In god’s abode, questions for man 

Ajaz Ashraf 

As layer upon layer of debris is gradually hauled away to reveal to us the numbing scale of 
death and destruction in Uttarakhand, you can’t but help wonder whether it could trigger a crisis of faith 
and redefine the complicated relationship involving man, society and god. The prevailing contours of 
this relationship are fraught with elements conducive to the severity with which disasters strike India. 

All natural calamities, from tsunamis and earthquakes in Asia to tornadoes in America, fundamentally 
challenge the notion of god as omnipotent, omniscient, and all-loving. This challenge now seems 
enhanced manifold as the tragedy in Uttarakhand also befell the thousands who were on pilgrimage to 
the four dhams — of Kedarnath, Badrinath, Gangotri and Yamunotri. Their religious fervour pulled them 
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to the Himalayas, in the hope of earning benediction and salvation. For them to die in what was for 
them moments of extreme piety, or see their relatives perish in torrents of water or get crushed under 
rolling boulders, not only seemed frightfully irrational but an unpardonable betrayal by the god (or gods) 
who they had gone to worship. 

No doubt, the unpredictable ferocity of nature, indiscriminate construction, and environmental 
degradation combined to wreak mammoth destruction in Uttarakhand. Yet the believer, irrespective of 
whether or not his or her religious heritage entails treating reality as illusion, can’t but ask the questions 
that the atheist typically poses: is not god supposed to protect people, at least the pious ones, from 
calamities? What wisdom does god have in raining down destruction on the world? 

These questions constitute the arsenal of philosophers who argue against the existence of god. They 
broadly divide evil into two categories — horrific actions man perpetrates against others and disasters 
or accidents which claim lives. If god existed, all-powerful and all-loving, wouldn’t he have created a 
world without evil, unless, obviously, he derives perverse pleasures from the suffering of people? Their 
ideological rivals counter it saying a world without evil would have made free will redundant, and blurred 
distinctions between good and repugnant. 

Contrary response 

The free-will argument is relevant to the evil that man wilfully spawns, such as massacres, but 
can’t be extended to devastating earthquakes and floods. It is a consequence of, from the perspective 
of faith, the will of god. Yet, as the votaries of faith argue, the scale of destruction can be mitigated 
through measures humans can take. For instance, constructing buildings resistant to earthquakes in 
areas vulnerable to this geological phenomenon, or keeping ready a disaster management plan, or, as 
in Uttarakhand, not raising structures in flood plains or denuding forests that help check landslides. 
Though the atheists justifiably cite the economic costs some of these measures entail — the owner of a 
thatched hut can’t make it earthquake-resistant, can he? — to argue against the existence of god, the 
believer, nevertheless, could incorporate elements of the atheist’s arguments to revisit and redefine the 
idea of god. 

Unfortunately, the disaster in Uttarakhand has triggered a contrary response. Many believe the 
dead were blessed for they were called to the abodes of gods, or holy places, to breathe their last, 
glossing over the torment they must have experienced as their life withered away. This is almost a 
universal response to pilgrims dying, say, in a stampede in the Haj or kumbh melas , and underscores 
the attempts of humans to reconcile themselves to what is cruelly incomprehensible. Yet, it is 
contradictory for the pious to praise God in the same breath for choosing some to die, and for saving 
many others from being crushed, as has happened in Uttarakhand. 
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Through such beliefs we seek to rationalise the randomness of life and inject meanings into absurd 
situations. From this perspective, god is turned into an imperious lord, killing people or keeping them 
alive in accordance with his whims. Obviously, the faithful believes the actions of god have a higher 
reasoning beyond the comprehension of ordinary mortals, who are condemned to take birth or die at an 
appointed hour. 

Selective 

In our attempts to reconcile to what is seemingly incomprehensible we have not only turned 
irrational but also compromised the value of human will. Despite the terrible tragedy in Uttarakhand, 
there is a whisper of astonishment at the Kedarnath temple having remained intact even as several 
buildings around it were washed away in the floods. A leading Hindi daily, boasting multiple editions, 
featured on the front page of its national edition two photographs of the area in which the Kedarnath 
temple is located, depicting the scene before and after nature wreaked havoc. The combined caption to 
the photographs says, “Nature destroyed everything but call it coincidence or miracle, no harm came to 
the abode of Baba Kedarnath.” 

In the second frame, clicked post-devastation, are also visible a few structures, which the 
caption blithely ignores. We don’t know whether those buildings were damaged or defied the fury of 
nature because of “coincidence or miracle.” This selective assigning of meaning portrays God as selfish, 
raining down havoc on people even as he insulated a place of worship from devastation. 

Could there not be geological or architectural reasons for the Kedarnath temple withstanding the impact 
of gushing waters? Is it not possible that the building material of the Kedarnath temple, presumably 
sourced locally, was superior to the bricks and mortar constructions of the present times? Might not this 
world view explain our indifference to, say, building laws, sound architectural principles, and rapacious 
violation of the environment? 

Such questions are not largely asked as commercial gains accrue from promoting a religiosity 
of an irrational kind. Traditionally, pilgrimage and yatras symbolised a rite of passage, an enduring of 
physical hardship and spiritual confusions, to pay respect to gods in their abodes. Modernity has made 
possible instant spirituality, as thousands are ferried by buses and cars, even helicopters, for paying 
obeisance to god. 

What is needed is to rescue god from meanings and attributes we assign to him. In this, the 
priestly class could play a vital role. But what hope can we derive from stories of pujahs walking away 
with the donations, running into lakhs of rupees, of which a portion must have been the contribution of 
those who perished in Uttarakhand? 

Courtesy: The Hindu 
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The Use of Myths - Stories about God ■ II 

AN Moorthy Rao 

It is possible that at least some of the myths have a symbolic meaning. Whether the authors off 
these stories really meant to convey that meaning or they were stuffed with the significance later, it is 
difficult to say. Our innocent ancients did not write essays about what they learnt from life: they 
embodied it in stories. Perhaps the story of ‘Kaama Dahana’ is one such example. But we may, 
possibly, read too much into these stories. The Dashavatara story seems to depict the evolution of life 
very broadly. Beginning with fish which could live only in water, it traces its evolution into the tortoise 
{‘koorma) which lives both in water and on land and goes on to the pig (‘Varahaavatara') which lives 
only on land and the half-man and half-beast ,in Narasimha. Finally, life reaches the stage of man - the 
stunted dwarf, 'Vaamana'. Then comes Parashurama - who, although a developed human being, is 
unable to check his emotions of anger etc. His body is well developed but not his mind. Then it is Rama 
who is physically and intellectually well-developed and who has formulated virtues and values. This 
process of evolution appears to have reached its zenith in the personality of Krishna. In Him we see (in 
addition to virtues) a perfect blend of a taste for arts, experience of life and practical wisdom. This is 
why Krishna is said to be a ‘perfect incarnation’. Now comes the ascetic Buddha, who renounced the 
world. Finally, it is ‘Kalki’, who completes the cycle of life. 

Who knows if those who conceived the Dashavatara stories had these things in mind! Or, who 
knows if the stories were written by one person during a particular period or by different persons at 
different times? If, on the basis of these stories and their interpretations, someone comes to the 
conclusion that our ancients knew the Theory of Evolution, it is only madness - not a very rare type of 
madness. I myself know of a professor who, on the basis of the story that Rama returned to Ayodhya in 
Pushpaka Vimana, concluded that our ancients had mastered the technology of making aeroplanes! 
We can benefit from mythical stories only if we remember that they are only myths and not literally true. 
Quite often, they tell interesting stories. The particular meaning that we are attributing to them mayor 
may not be embedded in them, but sometimes they do set us thinking. For example: Kashyapa 
Maharshi married two women - Dithi and Adithi. Dithi's children were monsters and Adithi's children 
were gods. Monsters and gods have the same father. That is, both evil and goodness have the same 
origin! Though seemingly contradictory, they are, strangely, related! The myth of churning the ocean 
also depicts this curious relationship - deadly venom {‘haalahala’) and life-giving elixir are both the 
products of the same ocean. 

According to a mythological story of Jews and Christians, God created Adam and Eve and 
placed them in the Garden of Eden, with the warning that they were forbidden to eat one particular fruit 
in the garden. Adam and Eve did not heed the warning and ate the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge. The 
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minds of those who eat that fruit are set on the path of knowledge. Why did God forbid it? Could it be 
that God wants to condemn man to ignorance for ever? I asked myself this question. It is this myth 
which provoked the question. 

The answer to my question flashed to me when news came of the death of millions of people in 
Hiroshima where an atom bomb was dropped: ‘If man is provided with knowledge, this is how he will 
use it’. But after some time, I felt that this is no adequate answer. Yes, the bomb is a product of 
knowledge, just as venom was the product of churning. But, the medicine for the disease brought about 
by knowledge is more knowledge! The disease and the medicine, both are from the same source. We 
need to keep churning the ocean of ignorance. Elixir can rise only from that ocean. 

Mythological stories can provoke such thought processes, but only if we keep in mind the fact 
that they are only stories and not actual events. Even after admitting this much, some mythological 
stories are indeed difficult to digest. The story of Radha and Krishna is said to be a symbolic depiction 
of the search of the ‘Jiva’ for and its eventual merger with ‘Paramatma'. Radha's husband symbolizes 
this world. To renounce him is to renounce the desires of this world. To become one with Krishna is to 
conduct oneself according to His instruction 'Sarvadharmam parithyajya maamekam sharanamvraja' 
(leave aside all dharmas and surrender to me). Let us take it that this is what Radha did. I have also felt 
that it must have been this sentiment which was in the minds of the authors of stories about Krishna. 
Other religions, too, have seen the love between man and woman as symbolic of devotion to God. But, 
shoud we lay emphasis on the physical aspect of love? Stories about Krishna do, at times, go beyond 
this limit. It is easy to brand this objection as 'prudery' and dismiss it. But, consider: if someone depicts 
us similarly (in today's social environment), do we accept it? While describing some one whom we hold 
in high esteem, do we resort to such depictions? We observe restraint in such contexts; should not the 
same restraint guide us when we portray God? Don't we have anything else to say about God? Even 
the descriptions of Krishna's ‘Raasa Leela’, I believe, have crossed the limits of decency. Referring to 
someone leading a loose life, we say, ‘Ah! He played Krishna-leele’. And that is not a compliment. 

Recent Stories 

Stories of recent origin degrade God more than the mythological stories. The beliefs 
concerning Lord Venkataramana of Tirupathi (said to be an incarnation of Vishnu)do not enhance His 
reputation. It is all right if you remain content with the faith that Lord Venkataramana will take care of 
your welfare just as He does of all others in the world. But, if you seek any special favours (like a very 
good job) from Him then you must take a vow that you will offer a specific amount or render some 
special service. If you do land the job, it is His grace: if you don't, well, it is your 'karma'! In case you get 
the job and go back on the vow, you had it! He will hunt you down for years. You got your job or 
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whatever it was that you wanted and He will not spare you if you don't pay for it! It is business, you had 
better remember! 

It appears Venkataramana had borrowed some money from Kubera for his ostentatious 
marriage with Padmavathi. (Wouldn't we be smart to transfer our devotion to Kubera? Kubera is rich, 
Venkataramana is a debtor!)That loan has to be repaid from out of devotees' offerings. Lavishness, 
vanity, ostentatious display - these are human short comings. Does even God desire them? It appears 
He does. We believe - don't we? - that He will be pleased if we present Him a golden crown or if we 
cover the towers of His temple with sheets of gold? This reminds me of our present day politicians. 
They will have to spend lakhs of rupees during elections. Once they win, they must recover the money 
through dealings in sites and so on, and then repay their loans. Of course, they need a few more lakhs 
for themselves, too. We have placed Lord Venkataramana also in this category! 

Lord Narasimha is our family deity. He is Vishnu's incarnation. Venkararamana is another 
incarnation of the same Vishnu. Still, I am forbidden to visit Tirupathi either for His worship or for any 
other reason. The reason: we belong to the ‘stealthy lineage’ (‘kalla vokkalu) - whatever that means. 
But, I may visit Tirupathi provided that I accompany someone who does not belong to the ‘stealthy 
lineage’ carrying their baggage or umbrella. I would, then, be their servant carrying their baggage. God 
does not harass the attendants of His devotees. I am, in reality, not an attendant. Only, Lord 
Venkataram~na does not see through my trick. He can be fooled easily. 

Another incarnation of Vishnu is Sathyanarayana. Narayana is an old God. To name Him 
‘Sathya Narayana’ is only a repetition. He is always the incarnation of Truth. We have given Him this 
name only to emphasize Truth. ‘Sathyanarayana Vrata’ is of very recent origin. I have heard that even 
three hundred years ago, such a ‘vrata’ was not in vogue. But now, thousands of people perform it. 
Unlike ‘Krishnashtami’ or ‘Ramanavami', no particular day is marked for this ‘vrata’. One may choose 
any day. The food-offering to this deity is called ‘sapaadabhakshya’. This dish, prepared with so//, sugar 
and some other ingredients is very tasty. 

Sathyanarayana is a very scrupulous deity. Those who perform His ‘vrafa’will receive all they 
desire. This is only half the truth about Him. The other half, one has to be very cautious indeed. Those 
who attend the ceremony must not leave until it is over. And, to depart without partaking the ‘prasada’ is 
unpardonable, (This stipulation is excellent - considering how tasty the sapaadabhakshya is!) One must 
sit through the reading of the 'vrata'. If you leave before that, you are sure to meet with disaster! 

This is the story: A merchant, who was issueless, took a vow that he would perform a 'vrata' if 
he was blessed with a child, A daughter was born to him and she grew up and was also married off. But, 
the merchant did not perform the 'vrata'. Lord Sathyanarayana cursed him. The merchant and his son- 
in law, who were on a tour, were accused of theft. The king forfeited all they had and sent them to jail. 

One day, the merchant's daughter happened to partake of the 'Satyanarayana Prasada', offered by 
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someone. She and her mother decided to perform the ‘Vrata’. The same night God appeared before the 
king In his dream and instructed him to release the merchant and his son-in-law. After their release the 
two left for their town by ship. The merchant's daughter was performing the Vrata. She learnt that her 
father and her husband were on their way home. Elated, she forgot to partake the 'Prasada' and ran out 
to receive her husband. Immediately, the husband's ship sank. A voice from the heavens announced: 
“All this is because she has neglected to partake of the Prasada: everything will be all right if she 
partakes of it”. She partook of the Prasada’ and - lo and behold - the ship surfaced. The family lived 
happily ever after. 

Sriman Narayana Himself, it appears, narrated this story to Narada, who In turn repeated it to 
Shounaka Maharshi and others, whom we are quite familiar with. 

Clearly, someone has fabricated this story with a view to indoctrinating people about devotion 
to God. Can any rational person believe this? Can we really enter into contracts with God - ‘I will give 
you this if you give me that’? All right. We can suppose that the merchant had performed the 'Vrata' 
even though he did not have a child. Can God mete out such a terrible punishment to the young girl for 
such a minor lapse (If at all it is one!)? Even if we assume that the girl committed a mistake, what is her 
husband’s fault? Is it fair to sink his Ship as a punishment for his Wife s fault'? Isn't it only natural that 
the girl should have come running to see her husband who had gone on a long voyage? 
Sathyanarayana should, indeed, have blessed her smilingly! Is it not He who planted love in human 
hearts? This question of Kanakadasa is indeed a legitimate one: 

Minna preraneyanthe nadedu nudidamele 
Ninninde thappo nanninde tappo, Paramatma! 

(When I have spoken and acted only as you prompted, is it my fault, or your fault, oh Paramatma!) 

Ideas such as these which degrade the concept of God are found not only in our religion but in 
other religions also. I have heard some people say that authoritative religious tenets do not contain 
such ideas. But, there are, in fact, some religious texts with such ideas. Still, most of the stories, like the 
ones narrated above, are those fabricated by some silly people. Their intentions might have been good 
but the effects of their stories are not. There is no substance in the argument that we need not bother 
ourselves with the stories concocted by some ignorant 'Dasas' and performers of discourses. Whoever 
might have invented these stories, it is not just uninformed or illiterate people who are influenced by 
these stories. Even educated people, scholars and learned scientists supplicate the protection of the 
gods depicted in these stories. Some years ago, when I was about to leave a 'Satyanarayana Vrata' 
without partaking the Prasada’, it was a scientist who asked me. Why do you tempt Providence?" 
Therefore, the argument, 'these stories are the inventions of silly people, we may ignore them' just does 
not hold. These concepts do exert considerable influence on our society. 
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We have talked earlier - haven't we? - about Vishnu and Shiva. The question, who is superior to whom? 
has bothered learned man more than ordinary people. There are stories to suggest that there is 
animosity between the two deities. But, the more dominant feeling is that they exist amicably. The 
supposed rivalry between them appears to bother us, - ordinary people and scholars alike - more than it 
bothers the deities themselves. In a way, this is only natural; one of them must gain an upper hand. All 
religions proclaim - don't they? - that God is omnipotent. There cannot be two omnipotent entities. The 
power of one curbs that of the other: the 'omnipotence' of one ends where that of the other begins. 

It is, therefore, logically untenable to consider both Vishnu and Shiva as equal gods - if we 
accept the idea of God's omnipotence, that is. One of them must indeed be superior to the other. Who 
could be that 'superior' one? We cannot remain content saying "Let them resolve this themselves: it is 
not our business! We will offer both of them flowers and food". This is because, if we worship one of 
them the devotees of the other will be enraged - Hiranyakashipu, a devotee of Shiva, could not tolerate 
even his son Prahlada worshipping Vishnu! Leave alone the devotees, even God Himself will not 
tolerate it, if we are to go by the Old Testament saying which urges a man thus: “Kill your brother if ever 
he cajoles you to worship other Gods". (Deuteronomy 13,6-9). 

There is another reason why we place different deities at different levels. Suppose I am more 
inclined towards Shiva. Then, Shiva becomes an extension of my personality. He is my deity. Now, 
establishing the superiority of my deity becomes as important as establishing my own superiority. My 
deity has become part of my ego. This is a peculiar type of ‘soham’ (saha aham). Here, ‘ham’ (me) is 
more important than the ‘sahah’{he). 

So, for one who accepts the idea of the ‘omnipotence" of God, it becomes logically inevitable to 
accept one God and to bring down another deity; even rejecting Him is not a rare attitude. 
Purandaradasa displayed no contempt for Shiva, and has even awarded Him the status of 
'Padmanabha's (Vishnu's) Charanadasa' (The humble' servant of Padmanabha). Shiva, of course, 
cannot be awarded a higher status than this. Purandara Dasa has sung in another of his songs, “I do 
not want even the company of those who do not think of Hah as the Supreme”. The ‘Shaivas’ reject 
Narayana. It seems there is a saying among ‘Shrivaishnavas’ that one must not take refuge in a Shiva 
temple even when chased by an elephant. 

We may, within out homes, worship only Vishnu and exclude Shiva, or vice versa] we may 
follow one set of religious rituals and leave out others or vice versa. Any way our deity is omnipotent 
and loves His devotees - if even Shiva means any harm to us, Vishnu will take care of it or vice versa. 
Let us grant others the same freedom of faith and worship that we enjoy. We will leave them and their 
deities alone. Why quarrel? 

It is perhaps a curse to humanity - we are never willing to grant others the same freedoms that 
we wish for: as I said earlier, our deity becomes a part of ourselves, our ego. We must rush to defend 
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His status and position. Couldn't He, the omnipotent god who is supposed to protect all, defend Himself? 
We never think of this. Fundamentalists and political leaders exhort people to 'take up arms to defend 
your religion, your God'. We dance to their tune and what follows is fighting, bloodshed - all in the name 
of God! 

Two or three centuries ago, it appears, a renowned scholar called Appaiah Dixit (he is 
remembered even today) had established that the word ‘Narayana’ could also be interpreted to mean 
‘Shiva’, if only the last syllable were slightly changed. Based on this, the scholars got into the act and 
came up with a whole host of interpretations. During the last century, it seems, another scholar by 
name Kunigal Ramasastry established that the word ‘Narayana’ could only be interpreted to mean 
Shiva. The other side arranged a debate, but had decided that, in case they lost the debate, Sastry 
would be thoroughly thrashed. The Resident at Bangalore, who got wind of this plan, ordered the 
cancellation of the debate. 

Even if Rama Sastry had triumphed in the debate the various deities would not have merged 
into one: nor would his defeat have meant that God who was one would have split into many deities. In 
fact, what goes on in such debates is only a display of linguistic and grammatical acrobatics of the 
scholars and not any meaningful assessment of the reality or otherwise of God. Rama Sastry himself, it 
appears, stated that his work concerned rules of grammar and not God. 

The sensation of such debates and interpretations is not much in evidence now. But, the 
stories concerning the superiority of Shiva or of Vishnu are very much in circulation. There is no dearth 
of people who believe them to be literally true. 

“When Rama (that is Vishnu) tried to bend Shiva's bow {Shivadhanus), it broke, so much for your 
Shivas' power!” 

“When Rama killed Ravana, He came to be haunted by the sin of ‘Brahmahatya’ (the sin of killing a 
Brahmin). If He had not offered special worship to Shiva at Rameshwar, the sin would have swallowed 
him. Who, finally, saved Rama?, Shiva, of course!” 

“Shiva has Himself conceded that Rama is superior to Himself. 

This is the only ‘Manthra’ that can save you. What is that 'Mantra'? Rama Mantra!” 

All of us have heard this kind of talk at one time or the other. 


Science & the Decline of Magic 

Michael Shermer 

I am optimistic that science is winning out over magic and superstition. That may seem irrational, 
given the data from pollsters on what people believe. For example, a 2005 Pew Research Center poll 

found that 42 percent of Americans believe that “living things have existed in their present form since 
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the beginning of time.” The situation is even worse when we examine other superstitions, such as these 
percentages of belief published in a 2002 National Science Foundation study: 

. ESP 60% 

. UFOs 30% 

• Astrology 40% 

• Lucky numbers 32% 

• Magnetic therapy 70% 

• Alternative medicine 88% 

Nevertheless, I take the historian’s long view, and compared to what people believed before the 
Scientific Revolution, there is much cause for optimism. Consider what people believed a mere four 
centuries ago, just as science began lighting candles in the dark. In 16th- and 17th-century England, for 
example, almost everyone believed in sorcery, werewolves, hobgoblins, witchcraft, astrology, black 
magic, demons, prayer, and providence. “A great many of us, when we be in trouble, or sickness, or 
lose anything, we run hither and thither to witches, or sorcerers, whom we call wise men ... seeking aid 
and comfort at their hands,” noted Bishop Latimer in 1552. Saints were worshiped. Liturgical books 
provided rituals for blessing cattle, crops, houses, tools, ships, wells, and kilns, not to mention the sick, 
sterile animals, and infertile couples. In his 1621 book. Anatomy of Melancholy, Robert Burton 
explained, “Sorcerers are too common; cunning men, wizards, and white witches, as they call them, in 
every village, which, if they be sought unto, will help almost all infirmities of body and mind.” 

Just as alcohol and tobacco were essential anesthetics for the easing of pain and discomfort, 
superstition and magic were the basis for the mitigation of misfortune. As the great Oxford historian of 
the period, Keith Thomas, writes in his classic 1971 work Religion and the Deciine of Magic, “No one 
denied the influence of the heavens upon the weather or disputed the relevance of astrology to 
medicine or agriculture. Before the seventeenth century, total skepticism about astrological doctrine 
was highly exceptional, whether in England or elsewhere.” And it wasn’t just astrology. “Religion, 
astrology and magic all purported to help men with their daily problems by teaching them how to avoid 
misfortune and how to account for it when it struck.” With such sweeping power over nearly everyone, 
Thomas concludes, “If magic is to be defined as the employment of ineffective techniques to allay 
anxiety when effectives ones are not available, then we must recognize that no society will ever be free 
from it.” The superstitious we will always have with us. 

Nevertheless, the rise of science ineluctably attenuated this near universality of magical thinking by 
proffering natural explanations where before there were only supernatural ones. Before Darwin, design 
theory (in the form of William Raley’s natural theology, which gave us the “watchmaker” argument) was 
the only game in town so everyone believed that life was designed by God. Today less than half believe 
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that in America, the most religious nation of the developed democracies, and in most other parts of the 
world virtually everyone accepts evolution without qualification. That’s progress. 

The rise of science even led to a struggle to find evidence for superstitious beliefs that previously 
needed no propping up with facts. Consider the following comment from an early 17th-century book that 
shows how even then savvy observers grasped the full implications of denying the supernatural 
altogether: “Atheists abound in these days and witchcraft is called into question. If neither possession 
nor witchcraft (contrary to what has been so long generally and confidently affirmed), why should we 
think that there are devils? If no devils, no God.” 

Magic transitioned into empirical magic and formalized methods of ascertaining causality by 
connecting events in nature — the very basis of science. As science grew in importance, the analysis of 
portents was often done meticulously and quantitatively, albeit for purposes both natural and 
supernatural. As one diarist privately opined on the nature and meaning of comets: “I am not ignorant 
that such meteors proceed from natural causes, yet are frequently also the presages of imminent 
calamities.” 

Science arose out of magic, which it ultimately displaced. By the 18th century, astronomy replaced 
astrology, chemistry succeeded alchemy, probability theory dislodged belief in luck and fortune, city 
planning and social hygiene attenuated disease, and the grim vagaries of life became less grim, and 
less vague. As Francis Bacon concluded in his 1626 work. New Atlantis: “The end of our foundation is 
the knowledge of causes and the secret motions of things and the enlarging of the bounds of human 
empire, to the effecting of all things possible.” 

Sic itur ad astra — Thus do we reach the stars. 
http://www.michaelshermer.eom/2007/01/science-and-the-decline-of-maqic/ 


Do Scientists Pray? 

Einstein Answers a Little Girl’s Question about Science vs. Religion 

Maria Popova 

“Everyone who is seriously involved in the pursuit of science becomes convinced that some spirit is 
manifest in the laws of the universe, one that is vastly superior to that of man.” 

Whether in their inadvertently brilliant reflections on gender politics or in their seemingly simple but 
profound questions about how the world works, kids have a singular way of stripping the most complex 
of cultural phenomena down to their bare essence, forcing us to reexamine our layers of assumptions. 
Take, for instance, the age-old tension between science and religion, which has occupied the minds of 
luminaries from Galileo to Carl Sagan, as well as some of today’s most renowned scientific minds. The 
enormous cultural baggage of the question didn’t stop a little girl from New York named Phyllis from 
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posing it to none other than the great Albert Einstein in a 1936 letter found in Dear Professor Einstein: 
Aibert Einstein’s Letters to and from Chiidren — the same delightful collection that gave us Einstein’s 
encouraging words to women in science. 

The Riverside Church 
January 19,1936 
My dear Dr. Einstein, 

We have brought up the question: Do scientists pray? In our Sunday school class. It began by asking whether we 
could believe in both science and religion. We are writing to scientists and other important men, to try and have our 
own question answered. 

We will feel greatly honored if you will answer our question: Do scientists pray, and what do they pray for? 

We are in the sixth grade. Miss Ellis’s class. 

Respectfully yours, 

Phyllis 

Only five days later, Einstein wrote back — isn’t it lovely when cultural giants respond to children’s 
sincere curiosity? — and his answer speaks to the same spiritual quality of science that Carl Sagan 
extolled decades later and Ptolemy did millennia earlier. Six years prior, Einstein had explored that very 
subject, in far more complicated language and mind-bending rhetoric, in his legendary conversation 
with the Indian philosopher Tagore. 

January 24,1936 
Dear Phyllis, 

I will attempt to reply to your question as simply as I can. Here is my answer: 

Scientists believe that every occurrence, including the affairs of human beings, is due to the laws of nature. Therefore 
a scientist cannot be inclined to believe that the course of events can be influenced by prayer, that is, by a 
supernaturally manifested wish. 

However, we must concede that our actual knowledge of these forces is imperfect, so that in the end the belief in the 
existence of a final, ultimate spirit rests on a kind of faith. Such belief remains widespread even with the current 
achievements in science. 

But also, everyone who is seriously involved in the pursuit of science becomes convinced that some spirit is manifest 
in the laws of the universe, one that is vastly superior to that of man. In this way the pursuit of science leads to a 
religious feeling of a special sort, which is surely quite different from the religiosity of someone more naive. 

With cordial greetings, 

yours, 

A. Einstein 
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Battling Superstition, Indian Paid With His Life 



By ELLEN BARRY 
Published: August 24,2013 

PUNE, India — For nearly three decades, an earnest man named Narendra Dabholkar traveled from village to 
village in India, waging a personal war against the spirit world. 

Police officers removed a banner bearing the image of Narendra Dabholkar near the spot where he was shot in 
Pune, India. 

If a holy man had electrified the public with his miracles. Dr. Dabholkar, a former physician, would duplicate the 
miracles and explain, step by step, how they were performed. If a sorcerer had amassed a fortune treating 
infertility, he would arrange a sting operation to unmask the man as a fraud. His goal was to drive a scientist’s 
skepticism into the heart of India, a country still teeming with gurus, babas, astrologers, godmen and other 
mystical entrepreneurs. 

That mission ended Tuesday, when two men ran up behind Dr. Dabholkar, 67, as he crossed a bridge, shot him 
at point-blank range, then jumped onto a motorbike and disappeared into the traffic coursing through this city. 
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Dr. Dabholkar’s killing is the latest episode in a millenniums-old wrestling match between traditionalists and 
reformers in India. When detectives began putting together a list of Dr. Dabholkar’s enemies, they found that it 
was long. He had received threats from Hindu far-right groups, been beaten by followers of angry gurus and 
challenged by councils upholding archaic caste laws. His home state, Maharashtra, was considering legislation 
he had promoted for 14 years, banning a list of practices like animal sacrifice, the magical treatment of snake 
bites and the sale of magic stones. 

In the rush of emotion that followed Dr. Dabholkar’s death, the state’s governor on Saturday signed the so-called 
anti-black magic bill into force as an ordinance. But Dr. Dabholkar never put stock in sudden breakthroughs, said 
his son, Hamid Dabholkar, as mourners filtered through the family’s home. “He knew this kind of battle is fought 
across the ages,” he said. “The journey we have chosen is one that started with Copernicus. We have a very 
small life, of 70 to 80 years, and the kind of change we will see during that time will be small.” 

At Police Headquarters in Pune, the crime branch’s reception area was decorated with a painting of the elephant¬ 
headed Hindu god Ganesh, bedecked with garlands of fresh flowers and a revolving, multicolored flashing light. 
There was a slight smell of incense. The lead investigator in the Dabholkar case had been working until 4 a.m., 
the inspector on duty said, so he would not be in until noon. “Round-the-clock,” he repeated, reassuringly, when 
asked about the inquiry’s intensity. 

The killers left behind a few pieces of evidence. Surveillance cameras show two men lurking around a bridge for 
nearly an hour before intercepting Dr. Dabholkar on his post-yoga morning walk. Friends and family described 
threats Dr. Dabholkar had received over the years from hard-line Hindu organizations. 

The founder of one such group, Sanatan Sanstha, noting that he did not condone the killing, did not bother to 
feign sorrow over Dr. Dabholkar’s death. 

“Instead of dying of old age, or by surgery, which causes a lot of suffering, the death Mr. Dabholkar got today 
was a blessing from God,” the leader, a former hypnotherapist now known as His Holiness Dr. Jayant Athavale, 
wrote in an editorial in the organization’s publication, Sanatan Prabhat. 

With his unfashionable glasses and mild smile. Dr. Dabholkar fell into his region’s tradition of progressive social 
movements. An atheist, he quit practicing medicine at 40 to devote his life to activism. The room where he 
worked was bare but for a framed quote from Mahatma Gandhi. His wife, Shaila, recalled that her family had 
offered her an array of young men they considered marriageable, and she had chosen him for his idealism. 

“We thought only about society, and that was what we spoke about,” she said. “Even though we were married, 
there was nothing like romance, or anything like that. Both of us were patriots of idealism. We wanted a good 
society.” 

He was active on many fronts, from women’s rights to environmentalism, but the guru-busting received the most 
attention. A German scholar who wrote a book about Dr. Dabholkar’s group, the Committee for the Eradication of 
Blind Faith, described a traveling road show in which activists lay on beds of nails, set coconuts on fire and told 
crowds, “Just remember, miracles can never happen.” 

“The rationalists do not shy away from challenging and provoking the gods, deities and spirits, ridiculing the 
people capable of controlling black magic and deliberately doing the most inauspicious things,” the scholar, 
Johannes Quack, wrote in his study “Disenchanting India.” “Some villagers told me that the rationalists would live 
to regret such behavior.” 

Recently, Dr. Dabholkar had focused much of his energy on the anti-black magic bill, and he was frustrated that 
politicians were slow to embrace it. Shruti Tambe, an assistant professor of sociology at the University of Pune, 
said it had run into various roadblocks — a rise in conservative thought among middle-class Hindus; the vested 
interests of castes that specialized in certain rituals. Then there was the difficulty of providing a legal definition of 
superstition. The list of banned activities grew shorter and shorter over the years, and now includes 16 items. 
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among them “to perform magical rites in the name of supernatural power” and “to perform so-called black magic 
and spread fear in society.” 

“What today stands as the draft legislation is a much mellowed-down position,” she said. “It is a slippery area that 
we are talking about — what is faith, and what is blind faith. There is a very thin line dividing it.” 

Far-right Hindu groups were vehemently opposed. Shambhu S. Gaware, a spokesman for Sanatan Sanstha, 
who offered an interview after repeated phone calls, said early versions of the bill banned practices that cause 
bodily injury — which, he said, could be interpreted to include traditional fasting. Though many provisions have 
since been removed, the act is still vaguely worded and could be applied to legitimate religious practices, he 
said. 

“This is just an attack on Hindu dharma,” said Mr. Gaware, a mechanical engineer. 

The days since the killing have been tense for Sanatan Sanstha. There have been calls to ban the group, which 
has no official membership, since 2008, when people linked to it were convicted of bombing theaters. Mr. 

Gaware said investigators questioned eight of Sanatan Sanstha’s local members immediately after the killing, 
and have a list of 70 members they plan to interrogate. He said the members had cooperated fully. 

“Dr. Dabholkar was not a believer in God, and we are strong believers in God, so there is always a clash 
between our thoughts,” he said. “But we do not believe in violence. Whatever our differences with Dr. Dabholkar, 
we always choose legal means to oppose him.” 

The police have begun questioning the leaders of criminal gangs in Pune, in hopes of identifying the crime’s 
mastermind, and are tracing more than 1,000 motorcycles with plate numbers similar to the assailants’. The 
Times of India reported Saturday. 

In Pune, meanwhile, the secular and the spiritual strain against each other. Boys and men stopped at the spot on 
the bridge where Dr. Dabholkar was shot, fixing their gaze at the grayish stain on the cement. Rohit Shindey, 21, 
said that as a child, he had believed in “all the things in our religion that they would do that was rubbish, like 
babas and predictions.” 

Then, he said. Dr. Dabholkar gave a speech at his school. “He told us: 1 am not saying there is no God. Believe 
in God. But do not keep any superstitions in your heart. Only God is in your heart,’ ” Mr. Shindey said. 

Not 50 feet away, Kumar Shankar was offering palm readings in the same spot where he has worked since 1987. 
He sat cross-legged and barefoot, in a vest of rough homespun fabric, and was not especially bothered by the 
challenges of secularists. A reading was 60 rupees, about $1. 

“The Constitution of India has given us freedom of expression,” he said. “Many people say God is not there, but 
many more believe in God. Many people do not believe in spirits. Many people believe in spirits.” To charges that 
he was exploiting that belief, he said, “If you go to a doctor, will he treat you for free?” 

Mr. Shankar had heard about Dr. Dabholkar’s death, and about the sudden progress of the new legislation. He 
shrugged off the idea that it would have any effect on him. “No, mine is a science,” he said. “This is palmistry! 
Numerology, palmistry, astrology, these are sciences! The law cannot ban them.” 
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Washington Post (US) 

Indian scientists decry killing of anti¬ 
superstition activist as part of ‘anti-science’ 
trend 


By Associated Press,August 21,2013 

NEW DELHI — The killing of an Indian crusader against superstition and religious charlatans prompted hundreds 
of protesters to shut down a city near Mumbai on Wednesday as a group of Indian scientists decried an 
“atmosphere of intolerance and anti-science attitude” that could undermine development. 

Police were hunting for two unidentified men suspected of firing four shots at Narendra Dabholkar as he was 
taking a morning walk Tuesday in Pune. A witness reported seeing the assailants flee on a motorcycle. Police 
released a sketch of one suspect and said the two were believed to be in their 20s. 

Dabholkar, a 67-year-old doctor-turned-activist, had been receiving death threats for years since he began 
traveling by public buses to hundreds of villages around Maharashtra state to lecture against superstitions, 
religious extremism, black magic and animal or human sacrifice, according to his friend and fellow activist, 
Deepak Girme. 

“He wanted to expose the people who cheat the poor in the name of gods, who promise false cures for cancer or 
do black magic to perform so-called miracles,” Girme said. “He would say he was a medical doctor but that 
superstition was a bigger disease causing a lot of harm, especially to the poor and the gullible.” 

Hundreds of students and activists marched through the streets of Pune to protest the killing. Some carried 
banners in the local Marathi language reading “You can kill a person with a bullet, but you can’t kill his thoughts” 
and “We are all Dabholkar.” 

Dabholkar had refused to join any political party and, while Hindu by birth, eschewed its traditional teachings. 
Instead, he believed that the best people could do for society was to “live in harmony with each other and use 
your brain,” Girme said. 

Dabholkar’s body was cremated Tuesday night in his home town of Satara, where he ran a clinic for alcoholics. 

Responding to the public outcry, Maharashtra’s government said it would pass long-stalled legislation that 
Dabholkar had worked on to ban religious exploitation and fraudulent medical workers. Activists and scientists 
urged the federal government also to pass a bill. 

Girme said Dabholkar’s organization, the Maharashtra Blind Faith Eradication Committee, would continue its 
work in lecturing about the benefits of scientific attitudes and social cooperation and lifting women up from 
religious subjugation. 

Physicist Yash Pal, former chairman of the University Grants Commission, said that Dabholkar’s killing amounts 
to an attack on reason and science and that India is jeopardizing its future by allowing superstition and fanaticism 
to grow. 
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Wall Street Journal (US) 

Indian Rationalist Shot Dead 


By Saptarishi Dutta and Ashutosh Joshi 

Indian police are investigating the murder of a prominent campaigner for rationalism. 

Pune’s crime branch is investigating the murder of Narendra Dabholkar, an eminent Indian rationalist who was 
shot dead in the western Indian city Tuesday morning. 

Mr. Dabholkar was killed by two gunmen when he was taking his morning walk, police said. 

“Police [are] trying to ascertain the motorcycle and the assailants’ details from CCTV camera footage in the 
vicinity,” according to a statement released by the police. “We are investigating all angles in this case,” Gulabrao 
Pol, Pune’s police commissioner told India Real Time. “The Maharashtra government has announced a reward 
of one million rupees (US$15,625) for information on this case.” 

Mr. Dabholkar travelled extensively around Maharashtra giving lectures on rationalism and promoting scientific 
thought. 

His lectures, however, didn’t chime with Hindu hardliners, according to the members of his organization 
‘Maharashtra Andhashraddha Nirmoolan Samiti,’ the Maharashtra Committee for Eradication of Blind Faith, 
which he founded in 1989. 

“I don’t think the ploys of shutting down one voice will stop the progress of human beings,” said Deepak J Girme, 
member of the committee, which is one of the most vocal proponents of a proposed law that aims to eradicate 
black magic and superstitious activities. 

“Rationalism will prevail,” Mr. Girme added. 

Many of Mr. Dabholkar’s supporters came to pay their last respects Tuesday at the Sadhana Media Center in 
Pune, the office of ‘Sadhana’ Weekly, a Marathi-language magazine promoting scientific thought which he 
edited. 

His body has now been taken to his hometown of Satara, a district in Maharashtra for cremation, said Mr. Girme, 
who has been working with Mr. Dabholkar for around 17 years. 

Mr. Dabholkar was a medical practitioner for 12 years before starting his work focused on the eradication of 
superstitions in India in 1983. 

“This is a big loss for the [rationalist] movement,” said Madhav Bagve, another member of the anti-superstition 
organization. 

“They [killers] couldn’t fight him with ideas,” said Mr. Girme who described Mr. Dabholkar as a very “loving and 
caring” person. 

In India, especially in areas with high levels of illiteracy, people are often highly superstitious. In Madhya 
Pradesh, a farmer bit and subsequently killed a snake that had bitten him. Some people in tribal areas believe 
that to be the cure for a snake bite. 
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Holy men in India often enjoy a cult following in the country. 

Mr. Dabholkar wasn’t against religion but he was against swindling in the name of god, said Mr. Girme. 

In 2011, a 78-year-old black magic practitioner was arrested by the police after he robbed a woman after 
promising to cure white patches on her skin, according to a report in The Times of India. 

The Maharashtra government has been debating the legislation against superstition for around 15 years but the 
act still hasn’t been passed by the state assembly. 

Mr. Dabholkar, along with his organization, had a major contribution in drafting the state anti-superstition and 
black magic bill, which was approved by the Maharashtra state cabinet nearly eight years ago, but the state 
government has yet to get the assembly’s nod to convert it into a law. 

The bill was opposed by some members of Warkari sect, a religious sect in Maharashtra and Sanatan Santha, 
an organization that works to spread information about Hindu religion and its practices, while political parties 
including Hindu nationalist Shiv Sena had expressed reservations about it. Abhay Vartak, a spokesman for the 
Sanatan Sanstha, said that this organization condemned the killing of Mr. Dabholkar. 

“Our opposition to his thoughts, was an ideological one,” Mr. Vartak said. 

“We opposed the planned bill as it could hurt some of the traditional practices Hindu religion has followed over 
the years, while trying to do away with superstition and other things,” he added. 

Sanjay Raut, a Shiv Sena leader and a member of Rajya Sabha, the upper house of the parliament told reporters 
Tuesday that his party had a difference of opinion with Mr Dabholkar regarding the anti-superstition bill, but the 
party condemns his killing. 

A Shiv Sena spokersperson couldn’t be immediately reached directly for a comment. 

Shared Pawar, India’s farm minister and former chief minister of Maharashtra, said “the killing of Dr Dabholkar, 
will not end the secular movement in Maharashtra.” 

The Economist (UK) 

Atheism in india 
He’s not the son of God 

Aug 22nd 2013,13:23 byA.R.| DELHI 

INDIA is so crammed with colourful “godmen”, quacks hawking dodgy medicines and palmists to trace your fate, 
it is easy to miss the mild-mannered rationalists in the scrum. Extreme followers of Kali, the goddess of power, 
occasionally still leave a decapitated human sacrifice at one of her temples, provoking a storm of attention and 
debate. But when a group of unbelievers organised a “hug an atheist day” on June 7th nobody noticed. 

It took the murder on August 20th of an anti-superstition campaigner to remind India of the lot of its faithless. 
Narendra Dabholkar was on a regular morning stroll, in Pune, Maharashtra, when a pair of hitmen parked their 
motorbike and shot him dead (mourners paid their respects in traditional fashion, pictured above). He had 
campaigned for 18 years against those who pretend to use, or offer protection from, the arts of black magic or 
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other religious or mystical harassment. He wanted a law to prosecute such con artists and to protect their victims 
from extortion and bullying. 



A local sect and assorted Hindu right-wingers opposed his law, which Maharashtra’s state government finally 
agreed to enact, in Mr Dabholkar’s memory, on August 21st. He had received death threats before. The chief 
minister, Prithviraj Chavan, compared the killing of the rationalist to the murder of India’s most revered figure, 
saying that “just as Gandhi was killed by those who could not digest his thoughts...[Mr Dabholkar] too was 
eliminated’’. 

Who did so remains unclear, though the law he advocated must have threatened lucrative activity of various local 
groups. Indian atheists generally have an easier time than those elsewhere in South Asia. Prominent figures 
including the first prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, and the current defence and home ministers, plus the chief 
minister of Karnataka state, are cheerily irreligious. Buddhists, Jains and many Hindus hold no particular belief in 
God. Humanist groups abound and the taboo against refusing to express religious belief is falling. A survey in 
May found 81% of Indians were religious, a fall from 87% in 2005. 

Yet powerful groups remain to exploit superstition and religious fear. “Even now we have witch-hunting: people 
who are branded as witches and either killed or extorted for money”, says Sumitra Padmanabhan, the editor of 
the Freethinker, a humanist magazine in Kolkata. She lists a baffling range of charlatans in the state of West 
Bengal: sellers of gemstones with supposedly therapeutic powers, providers of talismans and amulets, purveyors 
of cosmetics with magical properties. 

She argues for a nationwide law along the lines of Mr Dabholkar’s in Maharashtra. Without it, she says, going to 
the police does little good. Often “they believe in superstition too”. Nor is education a simple cure. Even the most 
learned Indians will arrange a marriage, or pick a wedding date, only after consulting an astrologer. 
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Obituary 

Narendra Dabholkar, fighter against 
superstition, was kiiied on August 20th, aged 67 

Sep 14th 2013 



WHEN the men on motorbikes shot him, four times in head, neck and chest, Narendra Dabholkar was crossing 
the bridge by the Omkareshwar temple in Pune, in western India. But he had no intention of offering a garland 
there, saying a prayer, pressing a coin in a priest’s hand or adoring the Shiva linga. He did not believe in such 
behaviour. In fact, it appalled him; and he had hoped to spread his scepticism all through the state of 
Maharashtra. 

He was a slight and courteous man, with unfashionable spectacles, in simple khadi shirt, slippers and cotton 
trousers: no one to notice on the street. Yet over three decades, ever since he had decided to switch his work 
from curing bodies to curing deluded minds, he had become famous. The organisation he had founded in 1989, 
the Committee for Eradication of Blind Faith (MANS in its Marathi acronym), had 180 branches in the state. In 
village after village he and his activists would confront the babas, sadhus and other “godmen” who preyed on the 
poor and simple, challenging their claims and reporting them to the police. He investigated and demystified cases 
of black magic and possession by ghosts; he campaigned against animal sacrifice, the prodigious waste of 
drinking water and good food during religious festivities, and the pollution of local rivers during Ganesha’s 
birthday festival by the immersion of thousands of idols made of plaster of Paris. 

In Kolhapur Dr Dabholkar exposed “Cowfly Baba”, who gave false comfort to people for ten rupees a time by 
pretending to remove dirt and cowflies from their ears with a glass tube. He poured public scorn on Sathya Sai 
Baba, a millionaire godman who appeared to make holy ash, gold chains and Swiss watches appear from thin 
air. Dr Dabholkar also offered 21 lakh rupees (about $33,000) to any sorcerer who, under strict scientific 
conditions, could stay on fire for a minute without moving, duplicate a currency note, grow a severed limb two 
centimetres by the application of powder, or turn water into petrol. The sum remains unclaimed. 
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Much of the “black magic” he dealt with had simple, sad causes behind it. The wild, convulsing women in the 
temples of Ambabai and Dattatreya were not possessed, but were mentally ill, hysterical after years of poor food, 
risky births and mistreatment by their families. One case, where a family was petrified by halved lemons strewn 
outside the house, clothes torn and the milk spoilt with salt, was traced to a daughter-in-law whose husband 
would not take her to the movies. When the poor came to his “mobile science” vans, bringing their stories of 
terrifying horoscopes. Dr Dabholkar would hand them a telescope and patiently explain the profound indifference 
of the stars. 

The only inexplicable thing, he would say (all other “inexplicable” things being rationally explained by natural 
laws) was that India in the 21st century was still so full of superstition. It launched its own satellites, but before a 
launch the gods would be invoked with flowers and sandalwood paste; its IT was the envy of the world, but even 
middle-class people would not start a new project on “inauspicious” Saturdays. The cult of the individual was 
gathering pace, but people still believed that their fates were in the hands of the gods, not themselves. They 
clung blindly to karma, which was a law for “sheep” and “slaves”. 

Following Gandhi 

With equal ferocity, he rejected India’s caste system. He himself was Brahmin, educated in elite schools, but with 
progressive parents. His social work had begun with a campaign to make villages have a single well for 
everyone, Dalits (then “untouchables”) and others alike. He continued in that vein by urging tolerance and 
protection for intercaste marriages. 

His success rate, though, was slow. For 18 years he campaigned tirelessly for a law against black magic, but his 
bill was allowed to lapse until, on his death, a severely trimmed version was passed. Babas and politicians 
remained hand-in-glove. Hindu and right-wing rowdies tried to attack him in the villages; once he was doused 
with kerosene and almost set on fire. But Dr Dabholkar, a star player of kabaddi (team-wrestling) in his youth, 
laughed that he could take a tumble or two. He placed his hopes in the young, whose company he delighted in, 
and set up flourishing teacher-training programmes to encourage rational thinking in the schools. 

He also taught by example. His life was pure and simple: vegetarianism, teetotalism, abstention from religious 
rites of any kind. Even his children were married without pomp or fanfare, in a ceremony that took an hour rather 
than several days. His office, from which he ran a weekly newspaper as well as MANS, was bare except for a 
quote from Gandhi on the wall. His reverence for the Mahatma underlined the fact that, though an atheist himself, 
his organisation was neutral on the subject of God’s existence. He valued the highest reaches of Indian 
spirituality. It was exploitation by conmen that he condemned. 

Naturally, he was also dedicated to non-violence. His critics accused him of wanting to destroy all religion; but 
even its idols he treated with respect. There was no other way, he said. In this, as in human rationality, he had 
unshakeable belief. His enemies did not. 

The Gaurdian (UK) 

Indian anti-superstition activist Narendra 
Dabholkar shot dead 


Campaigner who urged state of Maharashtra to pass anti-black magic bill killed by motorbike assailants in Pune 

Narendra Dabholkar, above, reportedly infuriated some rightwing Hindus by his move to outlaw the practices of 
'godmen'. Photograph: www.antisuperstition.org 
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A prominent campaigner against religious superstition has been shot and killed while out for a morning walk in 
the western Indian city of Pune. 

Narendra Dabholkar was at the forefront of a long-running campaign to ban superstitious religious practices by 
getting the state of Maharashtra to pass an anti black-magic bill. He died on Tuesday after being shot by two 
gunmen riding a motorcycle. 

Police said four shots were fired at Dabholkar from close range as the rider slowed behind him on a bridge near 
the Omkareshwar temple. A passerby noted the vehicle's number, but the killers have not yet been identified. 

Dabholkar, who was 67, had infuriated some extremist Hindus with his campaign to outlaw the religious practices 
of some ascetics. 

Many "godmen" claim to perform miracles so as to impress their devotees. They summon spirits, conjure up 
objects, provide talismans for curing ailments, walk on fire and pierce their tongues with steel skewers. 

Dabholkar's anti-superstition organisation, the Maharashtra Blind Faith Eradication Committee, had offered a 
reward of 500,000 rupees (£5,035) to anyone claiming to be a spiritual diviner who could successfully summon 
spirits. 

"What has happened is shocking. It is really shameful," said Vijaya Chauhan, an associate of Dabholkar. "The 
best way to pay homage to a man who had been campaigning relentlessly for the last 18 years for a law against 
superstitious religious practices is to immediately pass the bill in the state legislative assembly." 

Rightwing Hindu politicians in the state were strongly opposed to the bill and even the ruling Congress party 
seemed to lack the political will to push ahead with the legislation, Chauhan said. 

Besides lobbying in the legislature, Dabholkar's group was involved in a school outreach programme across 
Maharashtra, which seeks to encourage rational thought among students and expose religious charlatans. 

Dabholkar was qualified as a doctor but gave up his profession to devote himself to the rationalist cause. He 
edited a weekly magazine and was closely associated with the founder of the Indian Rationalist Association, 
Banal Edamaruku, who had to flee to Europe following death threats and blasphemy cases against him. 
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The state government has announced a reward of 1m rupees for information leading to the arrest of Dabholkar's 
killers. 

BBC News (UK) 

India anti-superstition campaigner Narendra 
Dabholkar shot dead 


A high-profile Indian anti-superstition activist, who was campaigning for a law to ban black magic, has been shot 
dead in the city of Pune, police say. 

Narendra Dabholkar, 71, was attacked by two gunmen on motorbikes while he was taking his morning walk. 

He was known for founding the Committee for the Eradication of Blind Faith more than 20 years ago. 

Critics accused him of being anti-religion in a country where mysticism and spirituality is venerated. 

But in an interview with the Agence France-Presse news agency two years ago he rejected such charges. 

"In the whole of the bill, there's not a single word about God or religion. Nothing like that. The Indian constitution 
allows freedom of worship and nobody can take that away," he said. 

"This is about fraudulent and exploitative practices." 

Mr Dabholkar and his committee (Maharashtra Andhashraddha Nirmoolan Samiti) was particularly well-known for 
openly criticising some of India's so-called "godmen", the self-styled Hindu ascetics who claim to perform 
miracles and are revered by many. He also campaigned against animal sacrifices used in certain rituals. 

The chief minister of Maharashtra state expressed his grief at the murder and announced a reward for any 
information. 

Media reports say his killing comes days after the state government said it would introduce the controversial anti¬ 
superstition bill 

Dawn (Pakistan) 

India anti-superstition campaigner killed by 
gunmen 

Founder of the Mahashtra Committee for the Eradication of Blind Faith, Narendra Dabholkar had faced 
accusations of being anti-religion after lobbying to pass legislation banning superstition and black magic.—Photo: 
AntiSuperstition.org 

MUMBAI: A leading Indian rationalist thinker, who campaigned for a law to eradicate superstition in a country 
noted for its mystics and gurus, was shot dead on Tuesday. 
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Two gunmen on motorbikes fired at Narendra Dabholkar, a medical doctor who had faced accusations of being 
anti-religion, as he was taking his morning walk in the western city of Pune in Maharashtra state, its police chief 
said. 

“He was shot dead this morning, our investigations are on,” Pune police commissioner Gulabrao Pol told AFP. 

Pol said detectives were trying to establish the motive behind the killing and had no immediate suspects. “There 
has been no breakthrough so far, but we are working on all angles,” he said. 

Dabholkar more than two decades ago founded the Maharashtra Andhashraddha Nirmoolan Samiti - the 
Committee for the Eradication of Blind Faith - that aimed to change the mindset of India’s deeply superstitious 
population. 

Dabholkar, known for his campaigns to promote progressive and scientific thought, had for several years been 
lobbying for Maharashtra state’s parliament to pass legislation banning superstition and black magic. 

Two years ago, in an interview with AFP, he rejected critics’ charges that such a bill was anti-religion. 

“In the whole of the bill, there’s not a single word about God or religion. Nothing like that. The Indian constitution 
allows freedom of worship and nobody can take that away,” he said. “This is about fraudulent and exploitative 
practices.” 

Over the years, Dabholkar had also challenged some of India’s “godmen”, self-styled Hindu ascetics who have 
huge followings, over their claims to have performed miracles. 

He also campaigned against animal sacrifices during some religious rituals. 

Dabholkar, whom Indian media said was aged 71, was editor of a magazine called “Sadhana” or spiritual practice 
and was devoted to the propagation of progressive thought. 

Prominent rationalist Sumitra Padmanabhan of the independent Humanists’ Association condemned the killing. 
“Rationalists all over India are attacked as India is still a very superstitious country,” Padmanabhan said by 
telephone from Kolkata. 

“There are laws against dowry, witch-hunting and child marriages but such practices are still thriving in the 
country,” she told AFP. 

“Scientists don’t fight with each other, rationalists also don’t - but in the name of religion there is conflict because 
people with extremist views are thriving in India because it is very regressive country.” 

Gurus and spiritual leaders play an integral role in the daily lives of thousands of Indians seeking a pathway to 
happiness and enlightenment. 

Superstitious beliefs are rampant in the fast-developing and officially secular country, where Hinduism dominates 
but a diverse range of ethnic groups and religious practices co-exist. 

Maharashtra Home Minister R. R. Patil condemned the shooting and said those responsible would be brought to 
justice. 
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TNN 

Last threat to Dabholkar; ‘Remember Gandhi’ 

Vivek Waghmode & Radheshyam Jadhav, TNN | Aug 21,2013, 01.09 AM 


Narendra Dabholkar, a leading anti-superstition campaigner, social worker and journalist, was gunned down by 
unidentified motorcycle-riding assailants. 

PUNE: "Remember Gandhi. Remember what we did to him," was probably the last threat noted rationalist 
Narendra Dabholkar received from right-wing organizations opposed to the Maharashtra (eradication of black 
magic) bill. Dabholkar's Andrashradda Nirmulan Samiti (ANS) has been campaigning for the passage of the bill, 
which has been pending for 14 years now. 

Dabholkar, who was shot dead here on Tuesday by unknown assailants, had referred to the threat while 
speaking to TOI last month. "I have been used to such threats since 1983," he had said. "But I'm fighting within 
the framework of the Constitution, and those opposing the bill should debate and discuss it as many times as 
they want. Only those who swindle the common people need to fear the bill. It has been pending in the state 
legislature for the last six sessions. Misguided forces keep raking up some issues and the government hesitates 
to approve the bill." 

Dabholkar's family and friends said he had received frequent threats and was attacked many times with weapons 
and sticks. But he had refused to take police protection. Now, his followers and friends regret the threats were 
not taken seriously. 

Veteran Communist leader Govindrao Pansare said the fight against superstition would continue. "Dabholkar's 
assassination is an indicator that there're fundamentalists and fascists among us who want to quell all rational 
voices with violence," he said. "He was a brave social crusader who was aware of the dangerous path he was 
treading. His fight against those who reap the socio-economic benefits of superstition will continue and we all 
vouch to strengthen his movement." 

Pradip Patil, a Sangli-based ANS activist, recalled a couple of attacks on Dabholkar. "He and [the actor] Shriram 
Lagoo were attacked by a mob with sticks in Sangli in 1991," he said. "In 1994 he was attacked with weapons in 
Tasgaon (Sangli), the native place of home minister R R Patil. But Dabholkar refused to lodge a police complaint, 
saying he wanted to fight the battle with non-violence and within the framework of the Constitution."a 

S M Mushrif, former inspector general of police, Maharashtra, said: "They (right-wing members) are committing 
offences and the state machinery is sitting helplessly. The state's probably scared to take action against them 
because they've penetrated all systems of power and governance." 

Sham Manav, Dabholkar's one-time associate and anti-superstition activist, said he was attacked five years ago 
at a function at Balgandharva Rang Mandir here. "Police ignored the attack," he said. "We had then asked the 
state government to take serious cognizance of the threats and attacks on anti-superstition workers. But nothing 
happened and right-wing members continue to bully those who speak against them." 
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When Dabholkar's body was brought to the office of the newsweekly 'Sadhana', thousands of activists shouted 
slogans against right-wing organizations and demanded the government impose a ban on them. 

"This is shocking," veteran activist Vilas Wagh said. "Pune, which boasts of the rational tradition of Mahatma 
Jyotiba Phule, has witnessed violence against rationalistic individuals even in the past. It's a cause for concern 
that fundamentalism has reached a level where people aren't even being allowed to air their views." 

CM faces wrath in Satara 

Maharashtra chief minister Prithviraj Chavan, who paid respects to activist Narendra Dabholkar in Satara, was 
confronted by the latter's angry supporters who shouted slogans against the state government and demanded 
the immediate approval of the Maharashtra (eradication of black magic) bill. In Pune too, activists shouted 
slogans against home minister R R Patil and demanded his resignation. 

Crusader was agitated with CM's stand on 
pending biii 

Radheshyam Jadhav, TNN | Aug 21,2013,12.51 AM 1ST 

PUNE: Narendra Dabholkar had relentlessly and patiently campaigned against superstition for the last 14 years. 
But he was irked of late by the continued delay in getting the anti-superstition bill passed in the state assembly. 

In fact, last month Dabholkar had squarely blamed chief minister Prithviraj Chavan for not making sincere efforts 
to approve the bill. 

The state government had agreed to pass the Maharashtra Prevention and Eradication of Human Sacrifice and 
Other Inhuman, Evil and Aghori Practices and Black Magic Bill in the legislature. It was supposed to get the 
state's approval in the last state assembly session, but it was withheld after the warkari sect raised objections. 

"Deputy chief minister Ajit Pawar has agreed to approve the bill. Now it is the will of chief minister Prithviraj 
Chavan that matters. If he really cares for the progressive state, he should not delay it," Dabholkar had said while 
speaking with TOI some days back. 

"Only those who swindle common people need to fear this bill. It has been pending in the state legislature for the 
last six sessions. Every time some misguiding forces rake up some issues and the government hesitates to 
approve the bill. The warkari movement should not have misconceptions about the bill. The state has conducted 
four meetings with waqrkari leaders and 20 changes suggested by them have been made. Now there is no place 
for any complaints," 

Black magic casts a spell on Old City 

Syed Mohammed, TNN May 16, 2013,01.13AM 1ST 
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HYDERABAD: The Old City is under the spell of the black magicians or the neighbourhoodbaba, who in 
exchange fora few hundreds, promise 'patients' a life free of ailments. Some have even brazenly put up their 
pictures on banners, proclaiming themselves as 'rectifiers of marital discord'. 

For instance Khaja Abdul Kalam (name changed), an NRI techie based out of Qatar, whose medical expenses 
incurred for treating his father have reached Rs 3 lakh in around two and a half years. Shockingly, it was not a 
medical practitioner who went smiling all the way to the bank, but a kohl-eyed 'aamil' who has been operating in 
Bahadurpura, fleecing many other gullible residents like Kalam's father. "Instead of spending money on 
medicines I have ended up paying money for musk, ink, paper and lot of trouble. The 'aamil' has fleeced my 
father and me to no end. He promises that all family and property disputes will be settled provided that he is 
informed of them," Kalam said. 

Anti-superstition crusader Dabhoikar shot dead 

MihirTanksale , TNN | Aug 21,2013, 01.15 AM 1ST 

PUNE: Well-known rationalist and anti-superstition crusader Narendra Dabhoikar was on Tuesday shot dead by 
two unidentified assailants while on a morning walk near Omkareshwar temple here. The 67-year-old activist was 
shot from close range and died on the spot. 

Police said the assailants fired five bullets at him on Vitthal Ramji Shinde bridge around 7am at the end of his 
routine morning walk. Three bullets hit Dabhoikar, one of them in the head. 

A large number of social activists, writers and actors condemned the murder and demanded immediate arrest of 
the assailants and the mastermind. Besides Pune, rallies were taken out in Mumbai, Aurangabad, Nashik and 
Kolhapur in protest against the killing. 

Calling it a "well-planned murder", chief minister Prithvirai Chavan said: "Those forces, which could not digest 
Gandhiji, have killed Dabhoikar. The way Gandhiji's voice was silenced, the same has happened with 
Dabhoikar." 

"Remember Gandhi. Remember what we did to him" was the last threat that Dabhoikar received from right-wing 
organizations, opposed to the Maharashtra (Eradication of Black Magic) Bill for which he had been relentlessly 
campaigning. He had been threatened by right-wing groups on several occasions. 

State home minister RR Patil said several teams had been formed to track down the killers. 

The assailants had brazenly parked their motorcycle outside the Shaniwar Peth police post, barely 30ft from the 
crime spot and fled towards Ramanbaug in Narayan Peth, driving through check posts near Omkareshwar 
temple. 

An eyewitness, who saw the assailants from the balcony of his flat nearby, noted down the registration number of 
the bike, police said. He also told police that the killers were between 25 and 30 years of age. One was wearing 
a white shirt and a cap while the other was wearing a grey shirt. Based on his account, police released a sketch 
of one of the suspects. 

"There were three bullet injuries — two on the chest and one on the forehead. One of the bullets went through 
his chest and got lodged in the right side of the neck. Another bullet fired on the temple above the right eye was 
found in the skull," said a doctor from Sassoon Hospital after the post mortem. 
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Some devotees, who heard the gunshots from the Omkareshwar temple, and a police inspector rushed to the 
bridge to find Dabholkar lying in a pool of blood. 

Dabholkar was identified only after a senior police officer reached the spot and contacted Sadhana Media 
Centre. 

After practising for 12 years as a doctor, Dabholkar had joined social activist Baba Adhav's 'One Village, One 
Well' movement before founding the Maharashtra Andhashraddha Nirmulan Samiti. He edited the Marathi weekly 
'Sadhana'. 

He was scheduled to address a press conference at 11.30am on Tuesday on eco-friendly immersion of idols 
during Ganeshotsav. 

Joint commissioner of police Sanjeev Kumar Singhal said police have started probing uploading of Dabholkar's 
defaced photographs on the internet. "We were informed that some groups had uploaded these photographs on 
their websites. We will look into it," Singhal said. 

A prolific speaker, writer and an international kabaddi player, Dabholkar was the youngest of ten siblings with six 
brothers and three sisters. His was a family of progressive thinkers. His father Achyut Dabholkar was a well- 
known lawyer while mother Tarabai was a rationalist. 

His eldest brother. Dr Devdatta Dabholkar, a Gandhian and an educationist, was the former vice-chancellor of 
Pune University. Another brother. Professor Shripad Dabholkar, pioneered the organic farming movement in the 
state. 

"My brother had been getting threat calls for many years, but he always took them lightly. He would say his 
activists would be killed if he accepted security. He also said he wanted to live on like Gandhiji even after death," 
said his third brother. Dr Dattaprasad Dabholkar, a scientist. 

Dabholkar was cremated in Satara. 


DMA 

Satara loses its shining star - Narendra 
Dabholkar 


Wednesday, Aug 21,2013, 

It was a moment that moved even the most steely minds in the crowd that had gathered to pay their tribute to 
slain social activist Dr Narendra Dabholkar. Octogenarian Babanrao Uthale came walking with a cane support 
and sat near his favourite pupil whom he had taught kabaddi — as he caressed Dr Dabholkar’s face that was 
disfigured by assailants’ bullets. 
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Dr Narendra Dabholkar, was given a teary farewell by his friends and followers in Satara later in the night. Chief 
minister Prithviraj Chavan, home minister RR Patil, their cabinet colleagues Harshwardhan Patil and Shashikant 
Shinde were amongst the dignitaries who came to pay their tributes to Dr Dabholkar. There were also PWP 
leader ND Patil, Comrade Govind Pansare amongst thousands who trickled to see off Dr Dabholkar on his final 
journey. 

The crowds were silent and there were no slogans till the CM and RR Patil arrived at Shantiniketan where Dr 
Dabholkar’s remains were kept for antyadarshan. But a weeping Andhshraddha Nirmoolan Samiti activist 
couldn’t take it any more as RR Patil offered his respects and shouted, “ Aaba, please call a special assembly 
session and pass the anti-superstition bill for which he fought all his life. That will be a real tribute.” Neither Patil, 
nor the CM responded to the plea and walked to the house to meet Dabholkars family members. But the slogans 
returned once Chavan stepped out to leave. And the crowds insisted a fast probe as well as an immediate 
passing of the bill. 

Dr Dabholkars family didn’t want to speculate who could have been behind the killing. “He always received 
threats, physical and otherwise. It was routine for him. There have been several attacks on his life and the most 
frightening one was by Nirmaladevi supporters who had poured kerosene on him and were about to set him on 
fire. He spoke about it often,’’said his brother Dattaprasad Dabolkar. 

Chitra, wife of his nephew Prasanna spoke how he never lost his temper. “He was a different person at home. He 
was most attached to all our kids with whom he became a kid himself. One couldn’t believe he is the same 
analytical serious persona you saw on television,” she said. 

Chitra said she wasn’t aware if Dr Dabholkar had received any threats in the recent past. “He discussed all of it 
with his elder brother Devdutta who passed away a couple of years ago. But with my husband Prasanna and his 
son Hameed both of whom are psychiatrists he always discussed reasons why people turned superstitious,” she 
remembered. 

Amol Tambe, one of the officers posted at the site for maintaining peace, recalled how he met Dr Dabholkar only 
a month ago. “Everyone speaks of his work against superstitions. His work for dead fiction is even bigger. Our 
analysis tells us most crimes happen because of addiction. Dr Dabholkar had a wonderful chat with the D Ed 
college students. He has been doing it for the last 30 years. Imagine so many students who become teachers 
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getting this wonderful insight about addiction. They will then go and inspire their students. He was a rare man,” 
he told Dabolkars activists. 

There were several who could not attend Dabholkar’s funeral. A condolence meet has been arranged Yashwant 
Rao Chavan College of Science in Satara on Wednesday at 5 pm. 

PTI 

Anti-superstition activist Dabhoikar shot dead 
in Pune; CM, Pawar condemn kiiiing 

PTI Aug 20, 2013, 01.09 PM ET 



Anti-superstition activist Narendra Dabhoikar shot dead in Pune 

PUNE: In a setback to the progressive movement in Maharashtra, leading anti-superstition activist Narendra 
Dabhoikar was shot dead by two unidentified assailants while he was out on a morning walk on Tuesday. 

Known for his over two-decade long campaign against outdated and inhuman social practices, Dabhoikar was 
currently engaged in mobilising public opinion and holding discussions with Maharashtra government for passing 
an 'anti-superstition and black magic' law in the state legislature, opposed by certain sections of the society, 
including the Warkari sect. 

69-year-old Dabhoikar, who headed the 'Andhashraddha Nirluman Samiti' (anti-superstition movement), was out 
for a morning walk when two motorcycle-borne unidentified assailants fired two bullets from close range into his 
head from behind, police said quoting an eyewitness. 

The offence took place on the bridge near Omkareshwar Temple in the city in the vicinity of 'Sadhana' magazine, 
which Dabhoikar edited to propagate progressive thought to change social mindset. 

Police said Dabhoikar, who lay in a pool of blood on the bridge, was identified by a photo in his wallet and a 
cheque in the name of the Andhashraddha Nirmulan Samiti (ANS). He was taken to Sassoon Hospital where he 
succumbed to injuries. 

Four bullets were fired at the activist out of which two were lodged in his head, police added. 

For Dabhoikar, who hailed from Satara, spreading scientific temper and eradicating superstitions and undesirable 
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rituals in the society was a lifelong mission which he carried with zest and rational thought, notwithstanding 
resistance from retrograde elements. 

Maharashtra home minister R R Patil, expressing shock and grief, said he had instructed top police officials to 
get to the bottom of the reprehensible act and book the culprits using all their "investigative skills". 

Pune Police commissioner Gulabrao Pol said the motive behind the murder was being investigated. 

Prominent political leaders and social activists from the state including Union minister and NCP president Shared 
Pawar condemned the killing of Dabholkar, describing him as a dedicated, selfless social activist who was 
committed to promote progressive thinking. 

"The progressive thought for which Dabholkar gave his life, will not die in Maharashtra," Pawar said. 

A pall of gloom descended on neighbouring Satara from where Dabholkar hailed as the news of his death 
spread. 

State chief minister Prithviraj Chavan condemned the killing and announced a reward of Rs ten lakh to person 
giving information about the culprits who murdered Dabholkar. 

Anti-superstition activist shot dead, Sharad 
Pawar condemn kiiiing 

PTI : Pune, Tue Aug 20 2013,13:00 hrs 

In a setback to the progressive movement in Maharashtra, leading anti-superstition activist Narendra Dabholkar 
was shot dead by two unidentified assailants while he was out on a morning walk here today. 

Known for his over two-decade long campaign against outdated and inhuman social practices, Dabholkar was 
currently engaged in mobilising public opinion and holding discussions with Maharashtra government for passing 
an 'anti-superstition and black magic' law in the state legislature, opposed by certain sections of the society, 
including the Warkari sect. 

69-year-old Dabholkar, who headed the 'Andhashraddha Nirluman Samiti' (anti-superstition movement), was out 
for a morning walk when two motorcycle-borne unidentified assailants fired two bullets from close range into his 
head from behind, police said quoting an eyewitness. 

The offence took place on the bridge near Omkareshwar Temple in the city in the vicinity of 'Sadhana' magazine, 
which Dabholkar edited to propagate progressive thought to change social mindset. 

Police said Dabholkar, who lay in a pool of blood on the bridge, was identified by a photo in his wallet and 
acheque in the name of the Andhashraddha Nirmulan Samiti (ANS). He was taken to Sassoon Hospital where he 
succumbed to injuries. 

Four bullets were fired at the activist out of which two were lodged in his head, police added. For Dabholkar, who 
hailed from Satara, spreading scientific temper and eradicating superstitions and undesirable rituals in the 
society was a lifelong mission which he carried with zest and rational thought, not withstanding resistance from 
retrograde elements. 

Maharashtra Home Minister R R Patil, expressing shock and grief, said he had instructed top police officials to 
get to the bottom of the reprehensible act and book the culprits using all their "investigative skills". 
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Pune Police Commissioner Gulabrao Pol said the motive behind the murder was being investigated. Prominent 
political leaders and social activists from the state including Union minister and NCP president Shared Pawar 
condemned the killing of Dabholkar, describing him as a dedicated, selfless social activist who was committed to 
promote progressive thinking. 

"The progressive thought for which Dabhoikar gave his iife, wiii not die in Maharashtra," Pawar said. A 
paii of gioom descended on neighbouring Satara from where Dabhoikar haiied as the news of his death 
spread. State Chief Minister Prithviraj Chavan condemned the kiiiing and announced a reward of Rs ten 
iakh to person giving information about the cuiprits who murdered Dabhoikar. 

Dabhoikar aides meet Rahul Gandhi for central 
anti-superstition law 

By PTI| 18Sep, 2013, 04.42PM 1ST 



We condemn 
the murder of 
Dr. Debholkar 


Narendra Dabhoikar, who spearheaded the anti-superstition movement in Maharashtra and ANS founder 
president was killed by unidentified assailants in Pune on August 20. 


NEW DELHI: In a bid to push for a central law on the lines of Maharashtra ordinance against superstition and 
black magic, associates of activist Narendra Dabhoikar, who was the brain behind the measure, today met Rahul 
Gandhi. 

"We pressed for two issues. One was for a country-level legislation against black magic and anti-superstition and 
second was for progress in Dr Narendra Dabholkar's murder case," said Dabholkar's daughter Mukta who was 
accompanied by other activists from Maharashtra Andhashraddha Nirmoolan Samiti (ANS). 

She said the Congress Vice President assured them all support for the cause. 

"He (Gandhi) was more interested in knowing about the impact of superstition on women. He assured us his 
support for our cause," said Mukta. 

Narendra Dabhoikar, who spearheaded the anti-superstition movement in Maharashtra and was founder 
president of ANS, was killed by unidentified assailants in Pune on August 20. No arrests have been made in the 
case so far. 
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After his murder, the Maharashtra government passed the Maharashtra Prevention and Eradication of Human 
Sacrifices and other inhuman evii and aghori practices, biack magic Ordinance, 2013.Dabhoikar had drafted the 
anti-superstition Biii over a decade ago, but it had repeatediy faiied to get through the state iegisiature. 

Apart from Rahui Gandhi, the activists aiso met NCP president Shared Pawar, Left ieaders Prakash and Brinda 
Karat, Sitaram Yechury and A B Bardhan and former BJP president Nitin Gadkari. 

"Aii assured their support for Maharashtra-iike iegisiation in the country. 

"We aiso met pianning commission member Narendra Jadhav and Rajya Sabha MP Bhaichandra Mungekar. 
Jadhav assured us that he wiii raise the issue in the Nationai Advisory Councii, of which he is a member, and 
aiso present the case before chairperson Sonia Gandhi," Mukta added. 

ANS executive president Avinash Patii said there has been a demand for a Maharashtra-iike iegisiation from 
"rationaiist groups" in Gujarat, Punjab, Haryana and Goa. 

"The group wouid aiso be hoiding dharna in Pune on September 20 to protest the assassination of Dabhoikar," 
Patii added. 

Deccan Heraid 

Anti-superstition activist Narendra Dabhoikar 
shot dead 

Pune, Aug 20,2013, (PTi) 



Activist Narendra Dabhoikar, who was in the forefront of a campaign to persuade Maharashtra 
government to pass an anti-superstition and biack magic biii, was shot dead here this morning by 
unknown assaiiants. 

Dabhoikar was found dead in a pooi of biood at Omkareshwar bridge of the city. 

Dabhoikar, who was aiso editor of "Sadhana" magazine devoted to propagation of progressive thought, 
succumbed to buiiet injuries in the Sassoon Hospitai here. 

Pune Poiice Commissioner Guiabrao Poi, who confirmed Dabhoikar's death, toid PTi that poiice were 
investigating the motive but no suspects have so far been identified. 

Dabhoikar spearheaded the "Andhashraddha Nirmuian Samiti" (Anti-Superstition movement) to change sociai 
mindset and incuicate scientific temper. 
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A staunch fighter for the cause of eradication of inhuman rituals and superstitions, Dabholkar was also in the 
forefront of the campaign to persuade Maharashtra government to pass an anti-superstition and black magic bill - 
— opposed by certain sections of Warkari sect - in the State legislature. 

The Hindu 

Rationalist Dabholkar shot dead 


Amruta Byatnal 



PTIA file photo of president of Maharashtra anti-superstition association Narendra Dabholkar, who was shot 
dead in Pune on Tuesday. 

Anti-superstition activist and Maharashtra’s most vocal rationalist Dr. Narendra Dabholkar (65) was shot dead by 
two youth on a motorcycle on the Omkareshwar bridge near Pune’s Shanivar Peth area while he was on a 
morning walk on Tuesday, Commissioner of Police of the city Gulabrao Pol said. 

The gunmen fired three rounds and fled. Dabholkar received one bullet in the head and died instantly. He is 
survived by his wife Dr. Shaila Dabholkar, son Hamid and daughter Mukta. 

News of the killing sparked protests in Pune, Dabholkar’s hometown Satara and several other parts of the State. 
When Chief Minister Prithviraj Chavan arrived in Satara for the funeral, he was heckled by activists from 
Dabholkar’s movement. They demanded that the State pass the anti-superstition Bill that Dr. Dabholkar had 
been campaigning for. 
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An all-party bandh has been called in Pune on Wednesday in protest against the killing. 

The police said it was a planned murder since Dr. Dabholkar was known to be in Pune only on Mondays and 
Tuesdays. The police said they had not received any complaints from him about threats. 

His family said he received threats often but refused to ask for police protection. “He thought this was a struggle 
to end ignorance, and he did not need weapons to fight it,” said his son. 

The police have released a sketch of one of the alleged killers and are examining CCTV footage from... the area. 
“We will look at all the angles, but no motive has emerged yet. Eight units of the Crime Branch have been formed 
for probe,” said Joint Police Commissioner Sanjeev Singhal. The police said they would also scrutinise 
allegations that he had received threats from extremist groups such as Sanatan Prabhat and Hindu Janajagruti 
Samiti. The Samiti has issued a press statement condemning the killing. 

Dr. Dabholkar’s associates say right-wing groups had often threatened to disrupt his press conferences. “The 
police should have paid heed to this,” said Shyam Manav of the All India Andhashraddha Nirmulan Samiti, with 
whom Dr. Dabholkar once worked. 

Dr. Dabholkar, a medical doctor, turned to social work more than two decades ago. In 1989, he set up the 
Maharashtra Andhrashraddha Nirmoolan Samiti to help eradicate superstition. His State-wide movement 
targeted godmen and superstitious practices. In recent years, he worked towards getting an anti-superstition Bill 
passed by the Maharashtra Assembly, but did not meet with much success. Several groups are demanding that 
the bill be passed to honour his memory. 

Activists say the killing is a blow to the movement. “This is an attempt to suppress a democratic movement. It’s 
an attack on the Constitution, which asks its citizens to promote scientific temper,” said Vivek Monteiro of the All 
India People’s Science Network. 

Dr. Dabholkar was slated to hold a press conference on Tuesday afternoon to encourage the use of eco-friendly 
Ganesh idols for the coming festival. “The only tribute to Dr. Dabholkar will be to continue his work,” said Kumar 
Saptarishi from rationalist movement Yukrand. 

India; Sorry doctor, we didn’t deserve you | 

Sandhya Gokhale and 
Amol Palekar 


Dabholkar’s anti-superstition war demanded a level of introspection of which we are incapable 

In December 2003, Pune’s Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute was vandalized by 150 attackers destroying 
irreplaceable manuscripts. Why? Because the Institute’s staff provided some research material to Dr. James 
Laine whose claims about Shivaji “hurt their sentiments”. 

Let’s look at a snapshot of Pune in these 10 years: hate crime and religious fanaticism on the rise; mushrooming 
deemed universities churning out mediocrity; municipal corporators mastering the art of fistfights while we excel 
in using more and more refined ways of bribing our bureaucrats and evading taxes; even red lights at traffic 
junctions are ignored. On January 13, 2010, RTI activist Satish Shetty was assassinated in Talegaon, about 40 
km away from Pune. In the same year, out of nine social activists killed all over India, five were murdered in the 
areas neighbouring Pune. While this escalating violence is manifest in our daily routine, what is worse is the 
diminishing tolerance for each other’s thoughts, the apathy of the intelligentsia and the unabashed acceptance of 
helplessness. 
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So why are we all crying over Dr. Narendra Dabholkar’s assassination? The shameful words expressed in the 
editorial of Sanatan Prabhat, just the day after Dr. Dabholkar’s brutal assassination — “one gets what one 
deserves” — are actually applicable to all of us. Sorry Doctor, but we did not deserve a maverick like you. 

Nine years before the time slice that we just saw, Dr. Dabholkar — the most humble crusader striving for 
eradication of blind faith, a radiant rationalist and an articulate man of incessant faith in human values — was 
relentlessly trying to have a rational dialogue with those saying no to a proposed anti-witchcraft Bill. And thirty 
years before this time slice, he had waged a war against exploitation of victims of superstitions at the hands of 
fraud babas, tantric-mantriks and self-proclaimed godmen. 

Dr. Dabholkar’s war was non-violent. But the sharpness of his words, thoughts and deeds were so supremely 
powerful and unbearable as to have invoked the despicable brutality that martyred him. His conviction and 
articulation made most politicians uncomfortable. Unlike many other intellectuals. Doctor was also an activist. He 
had the vision and capability to lead a grassroots-level mass movement. His personal rapport with thousands of 
activists across rural Maharashtra was unparalleled. His 15-year contribution as an editor of the 66-year-old 
weekly Sadhana resulted in a substantial increase in its subscribers. 

Still with all these credits, his movement was restricted to lakhs, not crores. His two decade-long call could not 
gather the popular momentum that Anna Hazare managed in a few months. Why didn’t we see crores of young 
people following Dr. Dabholkar, in the way we saw them come out in support of Nirbhaya? 

Let’s think of the ‘we’-centric reasons behind this. 

Dr. Dabholkar’s campaign against superstition and inhuman rituals needed a certain level of intellectual 
introspection. It compelled us to check our position on an abstract concept like faith as opposed to concrete 
issues like corruption and rape. By ourselves, we do not think there is darkness in our beliefs and thoughts that 
need to be eradicated. We are just not used to such intellectual abstraction and lack the discipline to challenge 
our own ‘faith’. Do we realise that many of those young protesters are queuing up for darshan in front of Saturn 
temples on Saturdays, Sidhdhivinayaks on Tuesdays and Datta temples on Thursdays? Do we get disturbed 
seeing more youth becoming religious? Do we even observe that most of our neighbours have some spiritual 
gurus/matas from whom they seek solace? Do we question in our own minds (let alone challenge it publicly) the 
sponsored, vulgar celebrations on the occasions of Dahi hundi, Ganeshotsav, or Navratri? Do we frown to see 
our friends’ fingers being adorned with astro-crystals and gemstone rings prescribed by astrologers and 
godmen? Are we ready to accept that religion and practicing rituals are proving to be our cumulative catharsis? 
Actually, Dr. Dabholkar did not ever challenge our faith and religious belief. He merely challenged the 
superstitious practices and unscientific claims of godmen. Yet we simplistically labelled him as anti-Hindu. We 
did not even attempt to understand the provisions of the Bill proposed by him. If we do not find anything 
objectionable in scientists like Dr. A.P.J. Abdul Kalam or icons like Sachin Tendulkar visiting a “miracle man”, 
why should we expect the media to engage in an enlightened debate on the bill proposed by Dr. Dabholkar? 

Sorry Dr. Dabholkar, we failed you! We are ashamed that we may fail to find your assassins! We are ashamed 
that we will move on expediently! We are ashamed that we are lethargic bystanders of the present! Sorry Doctor, 
we never deserved you! 

(Sandhya Gokhale is a social activist; Amo! Palekar is a filmmaker and actor.) 
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National anti-black magic bill required: 
Dabholkar’s daughter 



PTI 


Activist Narendra Dabholkar. “We want a similar legislation on anti-superstition and black magic, the way it 
exists in Maharashtra,” Mukta, daughter of Dr Narendra Dabholkar, who was killed by unidentified assailants in 
Pune last month, told reporters on Monday 

The Maharashtra Andhashraddha Nirmoolan Samiti is pressing for a country-level legislation against superstition 
and black magic on the lines of the Act in Maharashtra. 

“We want a similar legislation on anti-superstition and black magic, the way it exists in Maharashtra,” Mukta, 
daughter of Dr Narendra Dabholkar, who was killed by unidentified assailants in Pune last month, told reporters 
on Monday. 

Ms. Mukta and some ANS activists are here to press for the legislation and would be meeting leaders from 
different political parties. They said they intend to meet Congress vice-president Rahul Gandhi and CPI(M) 
leaders Mr. Prakash Karat and Mr. Sitaram Yechury over the issue. 

“Anti-superstition is not restricted to Maharashtra alone. Due to low literacy level and lack of health services, the 
level of anti-superstition is higher in other states. If there is a country-wide legislation, more people could benefit 
from this,” ANS executive president Avinash Patil said. 

Days after the assassination of Dabholkar, the Maharashtra government passed the Maharashtra Prevention and 
Eradication of Human Sacrifices and other inhuman evil and aghori practices, black magic Ordinance, 2013. 

The ANS activists expressed anguish over the progress of investigations in Dabholkar’s murder case. “Its been a 
month after Dr Dabholkar was assassinated and there has been no arrest, so there is lot of anxiety over what is 
happening,” Ms. Mukta said. 
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Asked whether ANS has demanded a CBI probe into the murder, she said, “We have not asked for a probe by 
any other agency. The Maharashtra police is investigating the case and we hope they arrest the culprits soon.” 

Tehalka 

Narendra Dabholkar: The relentless rationalist 

Kumar Ketkar 



Narendra Dabholkar was a maverick and yet very sensible. Mavericks generally tend to be indifferent to others, 
self-centered and haughty, but Narendra redefined these maverick attributes. Nevertheless, there were many 
contradictions in his personality which cannot be explained logically or psychologically. 

He enjoyed confrontation, but sought compromise and reconciliation. Non-violent in his approach, he had a 
violent death. He believed in dialogue and was sober during arguments, but his opponents were shrill and 
abusive. He advocated scientific thinking, but was a strict vegetarian (and a teetotaler). He was a socialist, but 
not a Marxist. He was an extremely disciplined person and any old-style proud Sangh swayamsevak would envy 
him for that. A medical doctor, he participated in social movements. He was a fellow traveller of the Yuvak Kranti 
Dal, but never a direct activist. Although he was influenced by the JP movement, he remained outside Janata 
Party politics. 

But what is important to note is that his life as well as his brutal death have completely exposed the hypocrisy 
and vacuousness of Maharashtra’s claim to be progressive and modern. Indeed, his murder has shaken the 
establishment to the core, much more than his lifelong struggle to eradicate superstitions from society. For more 
than forty years, he worked to build the organization Andhashradha Nirmulan Samiti (Association to Abolish 
Superstition) and established a network of thousands of activists across Maharashtra - rural and urban. He had 
collected evidence on how thousands of women were victims of superstition and were exploited by sadhus, 
babas and self-proclaimed tantriks and mantriks. For him, therefore, it was also a struggle to liberate women 
from the shackles of vicious traditions, rituals and magic. Not only from the so-called gurus, but also from the 
male members of their families. 

In rural Mahrashtra, humans were sacrificed as offerings for which women and children were burnt and killed. 
Their overall number may not be too large, but the impact of those practices was surely huge. What alarmed 
Dabholkar was the fact that politicians from all parties patronised these ‘saints’, advised them on their political 
fortunes, performed tantra to either help them become a minister or defeat/destroy a rival. 

The Congress in Maharashtra proudly says that their politics inherits the values and ideals of Mahatma Phule, 
Shahu Maharaj and Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar. However, the Congress - and in fact, all parties - know the 
impact this trio has on rural masses in the state. To get votes from the bahujan of Maharashtra, the Congress 
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uses their names and legacies profusely and says that they want to recreate Maharashtra in their utopian image. 
[For those not familiar with them, Mahatma Jyotiba Phule was a revolutionary social reformer in the mid¬ 
nineteenth century who, with his wife Savitri Phule, started campaigns for women’s education, for the eradication 
of untouchability, to abolish caste hierarchies, to get rid of superstition and to educate people and teach them 
English. Though mali (gardener) by caste - in today’s parlance, OBC - he was a profound social thinker and had 
even dedicated his book to Abraham Lincoln. Mahatma Phule was an inspirational force for Shahu Maharaj, 
Sayajirao Gaikwad of Baroda and Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar.] 

While the Congress used to feel embarrassed by the campaigns run by Narendra Dabholkar as their sham 
claims would get exposed, the Bharatiya Janata Party and the Shiv Sena felt threatened because they felt that 
the movement was against Hindu traditions. The militant wings of the Sangh Parivar aggressively organised 
against Dabholkar’s movement. Not only the Vishwa Hindu Parishad and the Bajarang Dal, but also more vicious 
outfits like Sanatan Sanstha and their ilk. Their publications routinely abused, threatened and spread calumny 
against Dabholkar’s organisation and volunteers. But to their dismay, Dabholkar’s reach was expanding and 
gaining strength. The more support he received from the masses, intellectuals and the media, the more shrill and 
violent became the obscene campaign of the Sanatan outfits. Just a fortnight before he was killed, some of their 
activists openly said that Dabholkar would meet the same fate as Gandhi. Social media websites were aflame 
with vulgar abuses and innuendo against Dabholkar - before his death and even after. 

I have known Narendra for nearly forty years and I used to attend, participate and campaign for the ideas that he 
and his organization used to spread. He was extremely disciplined and was fastidious about time-management. 
He was always meticulous in his work - from organizing demonstrations and performances exposing so-called 
magic and tantra to preparing legislative drafts. He had colleagues and comrades, not ‘followers’. His discussions 
with volunteers used to be open sessions. They would relate terrifying tales from their villages - which even the 
police were not aware of or had often connived in. 

Every time he exposed the exploitation of poor villagers, there would be some sadhu or thug sanyasi protected or 
sponsored by a politician involved. While the BJP and the Sangh Parivar opposed him ideologically and 
politically, the Congress ‘welcomed’ his campaign publicly, but did nothing to enact laws to stop these atrocities. 
For nearly two decades, Dabholkar fought for strict laws against inhuman practices in the name of spirituality and 
Hindu traditions. The Congress and the Rashtravadi Congress promised him legislation against superstitious 
practices and made him amend the draft he had prepared, but then talked of legislative difficulties and shelved 
the draft bill. On one hand, they were afraid of losing the so-called ‘traditional Hindu vote’ and on the other, they 
themselves were superstitious. So they talked of not ‘hurting the sentiments’ of people and procrastinated. 

The bill was finally ready, but it was not likely to be passed. So Dabholkar began his meetings with individual 
members of the House, party leaders, the media and opinion makers. His efforts had an impact and that is what 
alarmed the Sangh-Sanatan Parivar. His murder was the logical and ideological culmination - conspired, 
coordinated and executed in the same way Gandhiji was killed. Nathuram Godse belonged to Pune; 65 years 
later Narendra Dabholkar was assassinated in Pune 

Hindu Business line 

Rationalist Narendra Dabholkar shot dead 


Alka Kshirsagar 
Pune, Aug 20: 

Narendra Dabholkar, rationalist and a staunch crusader against superstition, was shot dead by unknown 
assailants early this morning in Pune. No arrests have been made so far. 
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The social activist, who was killed on Omkareshwar bridge while on his morning walk, was the founder of the 
Andhshraddha Nirmulan Samiti, an organisation that spearheaded a movement against blind faith and 
superstition. 

He was also at the forefront of a campaign to persuade the Maharashtra Government to pass an anti-superstition 
and black magic Bill and edited Sadhana, a magazine devoted for eradicating blind faith and propagating 
progressive thinking. 

Dabholkar was shot in the head by assailants on a motorcycle at around 7.15 a.m.. He was found in a pool of 
blood on the bridge and succumbed to his injuries at the Sasson Hospital. 

The Maharashtra Government has declared a reward of Rs 10 lakh for any information on the assailants. 

Countercurrents.org 

Dabholkar Is Done A Gandhi 


Anand Teltumbde 

“You never see animals going through the absurd and often horrible fooleries of magic and religion.... Only 
man behaves with such gratuitous /b//y.”? Aldous Huxley 

Maharashtra had one more shame added to a long list of shames it accumulated through history. On 20 August it 
killed Dr Narendra Dabholkar, a committed rationalist who had personified the struggle against superstition and 
humbug that exists in the state, which never tires calling itself progressive and claiming the legacy of Phule and 
Ambedkar. It comfortably forgets that the objective facts completely contradict this claim. It is the state that 
abused Savitribai and Jotiba Phule, humiliated Dr Ambedkar, begot the poisonous outfits like Rashtriya 
Swanyamsevak Sangh, the Hindu Mahasabha, the Samarasata Manch and innumerable such others; it 
contributed staunch social reactionaries that culminated in making of Nathuram Godse who gunned down 
Gandhi, that trend extends down to Abhinav Bharat in the twenty first century that is credited with masterminding 
and executing a series of terrorist acts. It has a unique distinction of having had a Brahmanist regime in history 
that tied a pot round the neck and a broom to the behind of Dalits. It still contributes significantly to the national 
statistics of atrocities against Dalits with shameful markers like Khairlanji. It does not realize that it is because of 
its deep drawn reactionary character Phule and Ambedkar had to take birth on its land. It is abiding shame that 
while it flaunts them as its ideals, it continues with its reaction and keeps on killing its progressive sons and 
daughters like Narendra Dabholkar. 

Dr Dabholkar was not a kind of person who would provoke one to commit his murder. After practicing his medical 
profession for little over a decade, he devoted himself to the task of removing superstitions from the society 
under the aegis of the Maharashtra Andha Shraddha Nirmulan Samitii (Maharashtra Blind Faith Eradication 
Committee), of which he was the founder president. He always emphasized that he was not against any faith but 
the superstitions practiced in the name of faith. He wrote books and edited the well known magazine Sadhana 
started by a legendary socialist Sane Guruji. He was a liberal who avoided extremity in thought and action but 
remained resolute about his mission. A man of integrity, he toured all over the state addressing people and 
conducting workshops for youth educating them against the evil of superstitions with missionary zeal. He spoke 
unsparingly against the buwa s (mendicants claiming to perform miracles) and other practitioners of black magic 
who cheated and defrauded people of their hard earned monies. While many of them were in a petty category 
living off the offerings from people, some were bigwigs like Asaram Bapu and Nirmal Baba and others of their ilk, 
who had huge following and huge wealth. Their programmes are beamed on our national television channels 
across the country. And of course behind them are the institutions of Hindu Rashtra, the strategic multi-fanged 
outfits of the Sangh Pariwar, with their mighty propagandist infrastructure comprising websites, electronic media 
and multi-lingual press. 
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An uncompromising rationalist Dabholkar was against castes. He had taken part in agitations like the movement 
protesting for the equality of Dalits , against caste discrimination , atrocities and naming the Marathwada 
University after Bahasaheb Ambedkar. He had recently come out in open heavily against it in a case of honour 
killing in Nashik. The shocking case related with a father belonging to Joshi - a nomadic tribe (NT) (it shows, in 
plains the tribes have been fully casteized), killing his nine-month pregnant daughter for marrying out of the caste 
at the instance of the caste panchayat (a governing council of caste). The evil practice was exposed by a letter 
written by one Anna Hingmire, also of the Joshi caste, to the police commissioner on July 3, 2013, complaining 
against the Jat Panchayat of his caste for harassing him and his family as his daughter had married a boy of 
another caste. No one would have had any inkling about this heinous practice all these years if this murder and 
subsequent investigation had not exposed it. It is not a matter of a particular caste; the caste panchayats have 
always been operational in some form of the other in every caste with varying degree of power. There has been 
notable resurgence in them during the last two decades of globalization, not only in the Jatland of Haryana or 
Hindi heartland of UP and Bihar but also elsewhere and surely in Phule-Ambedkar's Maharashtra. It was natural 
that Dr Dabholkar, of all the progressively people, came vehemently against it. 

Naturally, he was targeted by the orthodox elements. The Hindu Sanatan Sanstha (organization of the orthodox 
Hindus), along with the entire Sangh Pariwar with its extensions like Shiv Sena, and of course the persons and 
establishments which thrived on the gullibility of people were against him. The Hindu Sanatan Sanstha has been 
in forefront in this virulent opposition. It carried a tirade against him in its organ called Sanatan Prabhat, 
published in many languages. This paper had not only written venomously against Dabholkar but also 
prominently published Dabholkar's photo crossing it with bold red, signifying his imminent elimination. What could 
be the more direct threat than this! It has never hidden its hatred for Dabholkar even in the wake of his murder. 
Just the next day (21 August) when the entire state was struck with shock and grief, it commented in its organ 
that it was the grace of god that Dabholkar met with such a death. Invoking Gita, it wrote, “one who is born is 
sure to die; the birth and death are according to one's destiny. Everybody gets the fruit of his karma (actions). 
Instead of dying of illness in a bedridden state or dying a painful death after an operation, the death Dabholkar 
met with was a grace of god.” In a press conference held in Mumbai by the Sanatan Sanstha to declare that it did 
not have any connection with the murder, its spokespersons were absolutely unapologetic and unrepentant 
about Dabholkar's death. These worthies, on the contrary declared that they would publish many more photos 
with red cross as Dabholar's, directly implying that they would carry out elimination of many people who walk the 
path Dabholkar did. Sanatan Prabhat carried an illustration showing a mighty elephant representing the Sanatan 
Sanstha marching ahead ignoring a fellow representing its opposition. It exhorted its readers to stop those who 
are heaping accusations on the religion-loving Sanatanis. 

The other group opposed to Dabholkar comprised all those who had made exploiting gullibility of masses as their 
profession. It included quasi-begging pedestrians ranging from jogis and joginis who carried gods and goddesses 
on their heads and asked offerings from people to fortune foretellers, who sold their service at paltry fees. But it 
also included individuals like Asaram Bapus and Nirmal Babas, who have effectively institutionalized themselves 
into a big business. They have huge following, money and protection from powerful. They address their followers 
on several television channels across the country. For instance, Nirmal baba whom Dabholkar had taken on 
recently, (see his speech: Nirmal Baba: Shodh ani Bodh (Nirmal Baba: Enquiry and Lessons) on YouTube) ran 
his paid programme, Nirmal Darhar broadcast by approximately 40 different television channels including such 
biggies as AXN, TV Asia, Star News, SAB TV selling people divine ‘ kripa ' (blessings) as antidote or solution to 
their problems. His Samagam meetings had tickets for Rs. 2000. Most of these Babas having dubious histories 
were caught many times with criminal acts ranging from defrauding people to sexual misconduct with their 
female followers (as I write, Asaram is being accused by a 16-year old girl of raping her) but such is their power 
that they are rarely touched. Not many people could muster courage to speak against them, leave apart carrying 
a public campaign obviously for the fear of consequences. Everyone knew that these Babas could go to any 
extent, murder being the minor matter, to save their thriving empire of billions. Dabholkar, in his imitable way 
dared them. 

Dabholkar wanted an Act -Maharashtra Andhashraddha Nirmulan Bill (Eradication of superstitions Bill) be 
passed and accordingly submitted a draft created by him in the late 1990s. The bill has had a controversial 
history and has gone through several drafts and 29 amendments in the last decade. It was first put up before the 
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cabinet for discussion in 2003 and after its nod, was tabled in the Assembly in April 2005. It was surprisingly 
opposed by the treasury benches itself. After diluting some of its provisions as indicated by the Assembly and by 
the discussions with more than 100 MLAs, the revised draft was tabled again to the state Assembly, which now 
passed it but it got stuck in the Legislative Council. The latter decided to send it to the joint select committee, 
which held four meetings and invited suggestions and objections from the public. A whopping 1.17 lakh 
responses were received; 38887 against and 78869 in favour. Since the government was dissolved after the 
2009 elections, the bill had lapsed and had to be again put up before the cabinet in July 2011, now in a 
substantially diluted form. After the cabinet clearance it was tabled before the Assembly in August this year and 
had not yet come for the discussion. In process, the original Andhashraddha Nirmulan Bill has become the Anti- 
Jaadu Tona Bill (Anti-Black Magic Bill) after providing for all kinds of misgivings of opponents, but still it was 
opposed by the Hindu extremist organizations across the board and the warkari sect (reportedly as incited by the 
Hindutva forces), which feared that it would adversely impact their religious customs and traditions. While 
Dabholkar allayed these fears by saying that there was not a single word about God or religion in the entire bill; 
the freedom of worship or practicing religion could not be taken away by anyone as they were enshrined in the 
Indian Constitution, no such rationale would work with the extremist elements that bayed only for his blood. 

There has been a massive turn out of people in protest all over Maharashtra against this ghastly murder. People 
at many places booed away politicians and even heckled the chief Minister, Prithwiraj Chavan when he 
customarily went to pay homage to Dabholkar at his home in Satara. People demanded the bill for which 
Dabholkar struggled for 18 long years be passed immediately. As a damage control exercise, the government 
decided to take out an Anti-Jaadu Tona ordinance to enforce the provisions of the bill. The ordinance has always 
been the easy way in our democracy but when it comes for ratification before the Assembly, it is unlikely that it 
would be passed as hinted by the BJP, which expressed its opposition to the ordinance even in the heat of the 
moment. The opponents like Hindu Janajagruti Samiti and Sanatan Sansthan argue that the existing laws are 
adequate for taking action against the offences listed in the bill. Another argument they make is that the number 
of superstitions-related crimes committed is minimal and proudly cite that during the last five years, only 17 cases 
were registered in Mumbai. These arguments themselves indicate the need for a special Act to tackle these 
peculiar crimes which tend to filter out of the I PC net. 

Who killed Dr Narendra Dabholkar may remain possibly an unsolved riddle like who killed Hemant Karkare and 
like rather numerous other such earlier cases despite the Maharashtra government exhibiting its keenness in this 
case to catch the culprits by announcing a Rs 10 lakh prize to anyone who provides information on them. As I 
write more than 24 hours have already passed and there is no clue to the police as to who killed him. Aren't there 
really any clue? Even a casual reader of this article can get sufficient clue as to who are behind the culprits. The 
finger behind the trigger might belong to anyone, but there is not much doubt whose brain has been behind it. 

Can the people who have directly crossed his picture in public view implying his imminent elimination not be the 
suspects? Can Nirmal Baba or Asaram Bapu or any such bigwig against whom Dabholkar spoke not be the 
possible subjects for interrogation? Can the Jat Panchayat kingpins not be in the eye of suspicion? No murder 
investigation may be as lucky as to have as few and concrete clues as in this case. In any other case, the police 
would have rounded up all kinds of people, thrashed them and extracted leads in process. Imagine, for instance 
some Hindu Baba was killed. Without even batting an eyelid, police would round up dozens of Muslim boys and 
unleash horror on them. Even in this case they might get some Bayed or Bashir as the ones who pulled the 
trigger on Dabholkar. 

Dr Narendra Dabholkar, as I personally knew him, was a clear-headed person who knew what he was doing. He 
had set a modest goal for himsief, to make the society superstition free and imbibe scientific outlook, which he 
considered prerequisite for any radical change. He pursued it with exemplary commitment and zeal. To my 
misgivings that there was only a thin line difference between faith and blind faith or that an Act might not 
eradicate a pervasive religio-cultural and social evil that is reinforced further with increasing economic crisis of 
living for the masses making them increasingly vulnerable, he would counter with a simple sentence that a 
beginning had to be made and that he neither thought of nor aimed at any revolution as I did. He was unlike 
Gandhi in many ways but still sounded like one. Right since he began his social life in early eighties, he faced 
several threats and even physical attacks but he rejected police protection. According to the Times of India, he 
had stated, "If I have to take police protection in my own country from my own people, then there is something 
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wrong with me, I'm fighting within the framework of the Indian constitution and it is not against anyone, but for 
everyone." His Hindutva opponents however did not share the dilemma and were determined to make him a 
Gandhi. The assassins' bullets seem to have done it for them. The only difference is that we may never get hold 
of NathuramI 

Dr Anand Teltumbde is a writer, political analyst and civil rights activist with CPDR, Mumbai. 

Indian Express 

Anti-superstition activist Narendra Dabhoikar 
shot dead 


Express news service : Pune, Tue Aug 20 2013,17:22 hrs 

Maharashtra's leading anti-superstition activist Dr Narendra Dabhoikar was shot dead by unidentified motorcycle- 
borne assailants in Pune on Tuesday morning. Dabhoikar was on a morning walk on the Omkareshwar Bridge 
near the Balgandharva Rangamandir when he was attacked. He was 68. 

Narendra Dabhoikar: A literary genius 

As per primary information received by the police from an eye-witness, two men alighted from a black motorbike, 
followed him and fired two rounds at him. After firing, they fled from the spot. 



Dabhoikar was found dead in a pool of blood at Omkareshwar bridge of the city. 

Shared Pawar condemns Dabholkar's killing 
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Dabholkar's body was identified by Manohar Patil, one of the activists who stayed at the Sadhana media center. 
His body was taken to Sassoon Hospital for post-mortem and would be taken to Satara for the final rites. 

Pune Police Commissioner Gulabrao Pol, who reached the spot soon after the incident, said the police are 
probing all angles. He announced a reward of Rs 1 lakh for providing information regarding the incident. 

Two cheques were found from Dabholkar's pockets, one of which was in the name of MANS, the organisation he 
set up in 1989. Also, a bus ticket for Satara was recovered from his pocket. 

He had come to Pune for some work and was supposed to return to his home town in Satara later on Tuesday. 

Dabholkar's killing comes at a time when the Maharashtra government had promised the introduction of the Anti¬ 
superstition Bill in the state legislature. The bill has evoked stiff opposition from various right wing elements, who 
claim it was an infringement on their fundamental rights. Dabholkar has been campaigning for the bill for the last 
three-four years. 
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India Today 

Anti-superstition campaigner Narendra 
Dabhoikar shot dead in Pune 

India Today Online New Delhi, August 20, 2013 | UPDATED 13:32 1ST 

Narendra Dabhoikar, a well-known rationalist pushing for a law against superstition in Maharashtra, was shot 
dead outside a temple in Pune on Tuesday morning. 

Dabhoikar, a doctor, was at the forefront of a campaign to persuade the Maharashtra government to pass an 
anti-superstition and black magic bill. Right wing Hindu groups including certain sections of Warkari sect and 
political parties have been opposing to the bill. 

Dabhoikar gunned down by unidentified motorcycle-riding assailants around 7.30 a.m. near Omkareshwar 
Temple, when he was on a morning walk, police said. 

The two gunmen fired indiscriminately at Dabhoikar and sped away, leaving him in a pool of blood. 

He was rushed by other co-walkers to Sassoon Hospital where he succumbed to his injuries. 

Pune Police Commissioner Gulabrao Pol said they were investigating the motive. 

Police claimed to have got some leads on the killers, adding that at least four bullets found their target in the 
victim's neck and back. 

Dabhoikar was the founder of Maharashtra Andhashraddha Nirmoolan Samiti (Committee for Eradication of Blind 
faith) that aimed to change social mindset and inculcate scientific temper. 

Dabholkar's murder comes days the state government promised to introduce the long-pending Maharashtra 
Eradication of Blind Faith Bill in the current assembly session. 

Dabhoikar, who was in his 60s, began working against widespread superstition in 1983 and in 1989 founded the 
committee. 

He also wrote many books on superstition eradication and confronted tantriks and seers who promised miracles. 

He was also the founder of a de-addiction centre in Satara and also edited Marathi weekly Sadhana. 

Condemning Dabholkar's killing, state Home Minister R.R. Patil vowed that his killers would be nabbed at 
the earliest and police were working in this direction. 


A rationalist known for his bold views and sustained campaign against superstitions for over three decades, 
Dabhoikar had rubbed many people the wrong way. 

He led agitations against superstitions, animal sacrifices and even water pollution. 
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Dabholkar's killing has been widely condemned by people from all sections of society, most vocally on social 
media. 

India Times 

Narendra Dabholkar; Anti-Superstition Activist 
Shot Dead 


by Sonal Bhadoria , IndiaTimes | August 20, 2013,4:37 pm 1ST - Posted 17 hours ago 

His fight against superstition seems to have cost him his life, but Dr Narendra Dabholkar's struggle to eradicate 
deep rooted superstitions of our society is far from over. 

Narendra Dabholkar, leading anti-superstition campaigner, social worker and journalist, was gunned down in 
Pune by unidentified motorcycle-riding assailants, police said. 

The attack took place around 7.30 a.m. near Omkareshwar Temple, when Dabholkar, in his 60s, was on his 
morning walk.The two gunmen fired indiscriminately at Dabholkar and sped away, leaving him in a pool of 
blood.The victim was rushed by other co-walkers to Sassoon Hospital where he succumbed to his injuries. 


Police Commissioner Gulabrao Pol and other senior officials rushed to the scene of crime.Police claimed to have 
got some leads on the killers, adding that at least four bullets found their target in the victim's neck and back. 

Two gunmen on motorbikes fired at Narendra Dabholkar, a medical doctor who had faced accusations of being 
anti-religion, as he was taking his morning walk in the western city of Pune, its police chief said. 

"He was shot dead this morning, our investigations are on," Pune police commissioner Gulabrao Pol told AFP, 
adding that no suspects have yet been identified. 

Condemning Dabholkar's killing, state Home Minister R.R. Patil vowed that his killers would be nabbed at the 
earliest and police were working in this direction.Announcing Rs. 10 lakh for any information on the murder, the 
Maharashtra government called it a planned killing and slammed the police for failing to protect the senior 
activist. 


Dabholkar, a doctor, was at the forefront of a campaign to persuade the Maharashtra Government to pass an 
anti-superstition and black magic bill called the anti-JaduTona bill. Right wing Hindu groups, including certain 
sections of the Warkari Sect and political parties had been opposing to the bill. 


A rationalist known for his bold views and sustained campaign against superstitions for over three decades, 
Dabholkar had rubbed many people the wrong way.ln his 60s, he was largely instrumental in pushing the state 
government to frame an anti-superstition law which is in the final stages of legislative approval 

Hailing from Satara, Dabholkar studied medicine from Miraj Medical College and practised medicine for about a 
decade, before taking up social work. 

In 1989, he founded the Maharashtra Andhashraddha Nirmoolan Samiti (MANS)- the Committee for the 
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Eradication of Blind Faith along with a few like-minded people and raised cudgels against all types of 
superstitions, irrational practices, blind faith and beliefs, confronting dubious tantriks and babas who preyed on 
the gullible masses. 



He also led agitations against superstitions, animal sacrifices and even water pollution, wrote columns and 
articles on his favourite topics and was editor of a couple of journals dedicated to the cause. 

A look at the website antisuperstition.org showed how passionate he was about the cause and showcased the 
depth of his research about the topic. The site explains many superstitions like ghosts, black magic, witchcraft 
and provides scientific arguements against them.lt also lists down many activities that one can undertake to 
dispel such superstitions and support the cause. 

Dabholkar, known for his campaigns to promote progressive and scientific thought, had for several years been 
lobbying for Maharashtra state's parliament to pass legislation banning superstition and black magic. 

Two years ago, in an interview with AFP, he rejected critics' charges that the bill was anti-religion. 

"In the whole of the bill, there's not a single word about God or religion. Nothing like that. The Indian constitution 
allows freedom of worship and nobody can take that away," he said. 

"This is about fraudulent and exploitative practices," he said. 

Over the years, Dabholkar had also challenged some of India's "godmen," self-styled Hindu ascetics who have 
huge followings, over their claims of "miracles" performed. He has also campaigned against animal sacrifices 
sometimes used during religious rituals. 

Dabholkar, who Indian media said was aged 71, was editor of a magazine called "Sadhana" or spiritual practice, 
devoted to the propagation of progressive thought. 

Dabholkar's killing has been widely condemned by people from all sections of society and political parties alike. 
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But if our netas truly want to honour his life, they should give the Anti-Superstition bill, for which he fought so 
fervently, a serious thought, rather than engaging in mere lip service 

The Diplomat 

Indian Anti-Superstition Activist Narendra 
Dabholkar Killed in Pune 

By Jonathan DeHart 

August 21,2013 

On Tuesday Narendra Dabholkar, an outspoken campaigner against religious superstition in the Indian state of 
Maharashtra, was shot dead by two attackers on a motorbike during a morning walk in the city of Pune. 
Dabholkar, who was 67, was widely known as a campaigner in favor of passing a bill that would ban black magic 
in the western Indian state. 

The killers have not yet been identified, but a passerby managed to glimpse their license plate and jotted down 
its numbers. Police reported that the assailants fired four shots at Dabholkar from cross range as they 
approached him from behind on a bridge near the Omkareshwar temple. The government of Maharashtra is 
offering a reward of 1 million rupees to anyone who can provide any additional information that will lead to the 
killers 



“What has happened is shocking. It is really shameful,” Vijaya Chauhan, an associate of Dabholkar, told The 
Guardian. 
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“This is an attempt to suppress a democratic movement, it’s an attack on the Constitution, which asks its citizens 
to promote scientific temper,” added Vivek Monteiro of the Aii India People’s Science Network. 

Dabholkar had earned the enmity of some extremist Hindus for his efforts to make some ascetic practices illegal. 
In a country where “godmen” claim to summon spirits, possess clairvoyance and healing powers, walk on hot 
coals, levitate, pierce their bodies and more, Dabholkar’s challenge to superstition was not universally welcomed. 
He went as far as offering 500,000 rupees ($7,890) to anyone who could prove him wrong by conjuring spirits. 

Chauhan also told The Guardian that Hindu ascetics were not the only ones incensed by Dabholkar’s campaign 
for rationality. Politicians from the state’s Hindu right were also opposed to the proposed bill, which also lacked 
support among members of the Congress party. 

Dabholkar and his associates were actively engaged in spreading their message to Indian schools across the 
state. 

Although he angered many, Dabholkar was quick to explain that his campaign was not intended to target religion. 
“In the whole of the bill, there's not a single word about God or religion. Nothing like that,” he once said. “The 
Indian constitution allows freedom of worship and nobody can take that away. This is about fraudulent and 
exploitative practices.” 

Dabholkar was a former medical doctor who gave up his profession to promote rationalism in India. He also 
wrote several books, edited a weekly magazine called Sadhana and had close ties to Sanal Edamaruku, the 
founder of the Indian Rationalist Association who was forced to abscond to Europe after receiving death threats 
and facing blasphemy charges. 

“The rationalist movement has been growing very fast over the last 10 years. I have experienced a lot of threats 
in my life and so have many others,” Edamaruku told Firstpost. 

Dabholkar’s example and death have inspired many to continue working on behalf of his cause. 

His associate Chauhan said, “The best way to pay homage to a man who had been campaigning relentlessly for 
the last 18 years for a law against superstitious religious practices is to immediately pass the bill in the state 
legislative assembly.” 

John HeyGhaati (@Sant_patil) tweeted: “Narendra Dabholkar constantly fought against goons hiding behind 
religious veil. He is shot dead. May his death strengthen his struggle.” 

Jonathan DeHart is assistant editor of The Dipiomat. 

Skepchick 

Indian Rationalist Narendra Dabholkar 
Murdered 


Rebecca Watson August 20,2013 
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Horribly sad news out of India: Narendra Dabholkar, the founder and president of Maharashtra Andhashraddha 
Nirmulan Samiti (Committee for Eradication of Superstition of Maharashtra), was shot dead this morning by two 
unidentified men on a motorcycle. 

Dabholkar was one of the leading advocates of an anti-superstition bill that was gaining momentum amongst 
progressives in Maharashtra. Conservatives and some religious sects opposed the bill as anti-Hindu, but despite 
that, the government announced a few days ago that it planned to table the bill. 

If enacted, the bill would prohibit the following acts: 

to perform Kami, Bhanamati, 

to perform magical rites in the name of supernatural power, 

to offer ash, talisman, charms etc. for the purpose of exorcism and to drive out evil spirits or ghosts, 
to claim possession of supernatural powers and to advertise this claim, 

to defame, disgrace the names of erstwhile Saints/ Gods, by claiming to be there reincarnation and thus cheating 
the gullible and God-fearing simple folks. 

to claim to be possessed by divine power or evil power and then perform miracles in the name of such powers, 
to punish and to beat mentally ill patients in the belief that they are possessed by evil spirits, 
to perform Aghori rites. 

to perform so called black magic and spread fear in society, 
to perform “Gopal Santan Vidhi” to beget a male offspring, 
to oppose scientific medical treatment and to coerce to adopt Aghori treatment, 
to sell or deal in so-called magic stones, talisman, bracelets, charms. 

to become possessed by supernatural powers and then pretend to give answers to any questions in this mental 
state. 

to sacrifice innocent animals for the appeasement of gods or spirits, 
to dispense magical remedies for curing rabies and snake bites, 
to dispense medical remedies with claims of assured fertility. 

Dabholkar was an associate of Sanal Edamaruku, the Indian rationalist who fled India under threat of arrest for 
blasphemy against the Catholic Church and who was the subject of many death threats, himself. 

Police are investigating the murder but haven’t yet named any suspects or the motive. 

This is a truly horrific blow to the otherwise strong rationalist community of India. While it could be the catalyst for 
a groundswell of support for the anti-superstition legislation, it will surely discourage other rationalists from 
stepping into the spotlight and agitating for real change in the way that Dabholkar did. 

Edit: Steve Novella just reminded me of the death of Ajita Kamal, another Indian rationalist who died under 
mysterious circumstances in 2011. I’m unable to find any updates about the investigation into his death, but if 
anyone else has any information, please share. 

By Rebecca Watson 
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Rebecca leads a team of skeptical female activists at Skepchick.org and appears on the weekly Skeptics' Guide 
to the Universe podcast. She travels around the world delivering entertaining talks on science, atheism, 
feminism, and skepticism. There is currently an asteroid orbiting the sun with her name on it. You can follow her 
every fascinating move on Twitter: @rebeccawatson. 

first post: India 

Narendra Dabholkar’s battle was against 
superstition not religion 

by Abhav Vaidva Aug 20,2013 

Eminent social reformer, rationalist and anti-superstition crusader Dr Narendra Dabholkar who was shot dead in 
Pune on Tuesday morning, felt deeply betrayed by Maharashtra’s politicians who had failed to table the long- 
pending anti-black magic and superstition bill in the state assembly. 

It was two weeks ago that Dabholkar had criticised chief minister Prithviraj Chavan at a press conference in Pune 
for not tabling the draft legislation in the recently-concluded monsoon session of the state assembly. He had said 
that even though the bill had been cleared by the cabinet and had been listed for business in the last seven 
sessions of the assembly, it had never been tabled for discussion. 

The social crusader pointed out that the winter session of the state assembly was the only opportunity to table 
the bill before the 2014 elections next year. He had hoped that the government would issue an ordinance and 
use its majority to obtain concurrence. 

During a speech in Panvel in November, 2012, on the occasion of Mahatma Phule’s death anniversary, 
Dabholkar had cited the swiftness with which the British Governor General Lord William Bentinck had banned the 
practice of Sati in 1829 even though the East India Company had told him not to meddle in the religious practices 
of the natives. Dabholkar had said that Bentinck defended his action by saying that he couldn’t be expected to 
keep quiet after seeing a woman die in a custom like Sati. 

The social reformer said this swift action by the British official nearly two centuries ago was in sharp contrast to 
the situation in Maharashtra where the anti-superstition legislation had been kept pending for 18 years even 
though it had been approved by successive state cabinets. 

The eminent social reformer, who peppered his oratory with humour, regretted the lack of sensitivity among the 
politicians in a state like Maharashtra which had seen an uninterrupted string of social reformers spread over 150 
years from 1823 beginning with ‘Lok Hitawadi’ Gopal Hari Deshmukh till 1933, the year when Prabodhankar 
Thackeray died. 

“No other state in the country has such an enviable record,” Dabholkar had said while regretting that 
Maharashtra’s politicians had failed to act in public interest. 

On Tuesday morning, Dabholkar was shot dead by two unidentified assailants while out on his morning walk. 

A doctor by training, Dabholkar hailed from Satara where he ran a clinic till 1982, after which he devoted himself 
fully to the anti-superstition movement. He served as the editor of the Marathi weekly Sadhana founded by the 
legendary Marathi writer, late Sane Guruji. 
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An accomplished orator, Dabholkar during his many campaigns and tours throughout Maharashtra had sought to 
spread awareness about the destructive and illogical aspects of superstitions practices. Although hated and 
criticised by orthodox Hindu groups for pointing fingers at their rituals, Dabholkar repeatedly maintained that he 
respected all religions, but was against superstitions practices. He pointed out forcefully and poignantly how 
superstitious practices hurt the poorest of the poor most parts of in rural Maharashtra. 

During one of his campaign speeches in Panvel in 2012, Dabholkar had spoken of how an estimated 45 lakh 
kilos of rice was wasted every year in Maharashtra during marriage ceremonies. Referring to the “akshada 
ceremony” in which the assembled gathering sprinkles rice to bless the couple, Dabholkar said that at least 10- 
15 kg rice is used in each ceremony. 

“Officially about three lakh marriages take place in Maharashtra; so if you calculate, 45 lakh kilos of rice is thus 
wasted every year,” he had said. 

He recalled how Hindu fundamentalists had opposed him when many years ago he and scientist Vasant 
Gowarikar had urged the people not to pollute Pune’s rivers with Ganapati idols made of plaster-of-paris and 
painted with toxic colours. 

He would tell gatherings how eminent Maharashtrians like the celebrated poet Kusumagraj and revolutionary 
freedom fighter Veer Savarkar had opposed many customs and superstitious practices in Hinduism. 

“We must think for ourselves and examine the logic of our superstitions. We must be progressive and embrace 
change,” Dabholkar had said. 

He also recalled how a woman in Satara had become extremely weak and anaemic simply because she was 
denying herself nutritious food in the name of observing various ritualistic fasts. 

“They could afford the best of food but her superstition was coming in the way,” he said. 

Stressing that he and others in the anti-superstition movement were not opposed to Hinduism or any other 
religion, Dabholkar would say that it is the constitution which exhorts every Indian citizen “to promote scientific 
temperament, spirit of enquiry, spirit of reform and humanism”. 

Full of optimism and hope, Dabholkar would point out how it had taken 2,000 years in India for women to get the 
right to educate themselves. While the first school for girls in India was started by Mahatma Phule in 1848, 
Bombay University was established a decade later and the first woman graduated from Bombay University four 
decades later, in 1887. 

“Today you have girls topping the state board exams. Therefore, I am not disillusioned, but optimistic that 
eventually I shall be victorious in my campaign against superstition,” he had said to the cheering audience at 
Panvel last year. 

Hindustan Times 

Dabholkar murder: incident a blow to state’s 
image, says Chavan 

HT Correspondent , Hindustan Times Mumbai, August 21,2013 

First Published: 08:32 IST(21/8/2013) | Last Updated: 10:30 IST(21/8/2013) 
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All political parties have called for a day-long bandh in Pune on Wednesday, condemning the murder of anti¬ 
superstition campaigner and social activist Dr Narendra Dabholkar. 

Maharashtra CM Prithviraj Chavan says passing anti-superstition bill will be a real tribute to him. 

The brazen murder of anti-superstition crusader Narendra Dabholkar on Tuesday morning in Pune is a major blot 
on the state government. 

Various parts of Maharashtra witnessed protests and condemnation of the attack. 

Many felt it is a failure of police intelligence, while deputy chief minister Ajit Pawar admitted it is an 
embarrassment for the government. 

Chief minister Prithviraj Chavan condemned the attack and declared a reward of Rs10 lakh for information on the 
two assailants and those involved. 

He said the killing of the antisuperstition activist comes as a blow to the image of progressive Maharashtra. 

The government is committed to getting the anti-superstition bill passed, and that would be the real tribute to him, 
Chavan said. 

Union agriculture minister and NCP chief Sharad Pawar described Dabholkar as a dedicated, selfless activist 
with progressive thinking. 

“The progressive thoughts for which he gave his life will not die in the state. It appears that someone against his 
thoughts killed him. They are under a wrong impression that his thoughts would be finished by killing him,” he 
said. 

The home minister of state RR Patil announced the inquiry has been handed over to the crime branch of Pune 
police. 

“The matter is serious and I appeal to the people to maintain calm. The culprits will be nabbed soon. We have 
primary information on the attack,” he said. 

The anti-superstition bill pending in the state legislature since a decade was drafted by Dabholkar in the late 
1990s. 

Later, Akhil Bhartiya Andhshraddha Nirmulan Samiti head Shyam Manav contributed to the process of changes 
made through deliberation with political parties and stakeholders. 

On the activist’s killing, Manav said the fascist mindset in the state has crossed its limits, which is dangerous for 
the social fabric of the society. 

Maharashtra Navnirman Sena chief Raj Thackeray said the failure in nabbing the culprit will point the needle of 
suspicion at the state government. 

“My grandfather Prabodhankar Thackeray was a staunch preacher of anti-superstition. 

What Dabholkar was following was not against any religion or god. 

He was opposing ill practices in the society,” he added. 


42 



Thought & Action 


Special Issue 


Senior BJP leader Gopinath Munde said Dabholkar’s murder has shown that activists who work fearlessly for 
social causes are not safe in Maharashtra. 

decade on, Dabholkar’s bill still stuck 

HT Correspondent , Hindustan Times Mumbai, August 21,2013 

First Published: 01:07 IST(21/8/2013) | Last Updated: 02:01 IST(21/8/2013) 

After drafting the anti-superstition bill in the late 1990s, Dr Narendra Dabholkar would tirelessly land up at every 
session of the state legislature since 2003, when it was first tabled in the assembly, to lobby for its passage with 
the state government as well as the Opposition. 

Activist Narendra Dabholkar, who was trying to get an anti-superstition and black magic bill passed, was shot 
dead in Pune on Tuesday morning. 

It is now assumed that it was this contentious legislation, the first of its kind in the country — aimed at banning 
superstitions, inhuman rituals and black magic that have been used to exploit people in the name of religious 
beliefs — that cost Dabholkar his life. 

The bill has had a controversial history and has gone through several drafts and 29 amendments in the last 
decade, the most recent changes being made earlier this year. 

Outside the legislature, Dabholkar and his legislation have witnessed even more vehement opposition — from 
right-wing groups who claim it targets Hinduism. While hardline organisations like the Hindu Jan Jagruti Samiti 
and Sanatan Sanstha have openly declaimed the bill as anti-Hindu since its inception, the Warkari sect from the 
Bhakti movement joined their ranks two years ago, terming it an attempt to defame the Hindu religion. 

The saffron combine has also steadfastly opposed the bill, and the state’s ruling alliance had slow-motioned its 
progress fearing a backlash from the majority community. 

'AA/e are not opposed to eradication of inhuman practices and superstition, but the legislation in its current form 
is incomplete. It is limited to the Hindu religion and does not cover practices in Islam or Christianity, as if 
superstitious practices or rituals are only in the domain of Hinduism,” said BJP state president Devendra 
Fadnavis. He said the government was being communal as it has kept the minorities out of the ambit of this law. 

Dabholkar was a true crusader of rationalism 


Satyajit Joshi, Hindustan Times Pune, August 21,2013 

First Published: 01:09 IST(21/8/2013) | Last Updated: 01:13 IST(21/8/2013) 

Soft-spoken Dr Narendra Dabholkar, killed in Pune on Tuesday, was seen as a true representative of the rich 
tradition of progressive thought in Maharashtra. 

He never allowed himself to deviate from his cause — eradicating superstition — and persisted with social reform 
and the rationalist thinking. 

He crusaded against obscurantism for more than three decades, taking ahead the rationalist movement in 
Maharashtra started by Gopal Ganesh Aagarkar and justice Mahadeo Govind Ranade. 
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Dabholkar floated the Maharashtra Andhshraddha Nirmulan Samiti in 1996, but had been active in the pursuit of 
his ideals since his college days. He practised as a doctor for 12 years and devoted his life to what he thought 
was necessary for a healthy society. 

Impressed by Dr Baba Adhav’s “one village-one-well” movement in the seventies, he also participated in an 
agitation for the renaming of Marathwada University. 

It was his life’s goal to free Maharashtra from the clutches of superstitions. Hence, he undertook activities 
ranging from starting a de-addiction centre to biofarming. For almost a decade. Dr Dabholkar had campaigned 
against the manufacture of Ganesh idols made of Plaster of Paris (PoP), pointing out that their immersion was 
polluting river waters. His appeal was taken seriously by thousands across the state. 

Books authored by him are considered an ideological source for activists. He also wrote several articles for 
various publications. 

He was also the editor of Marathi weekly Sadhana for 13 years. Started by Sane Guruji, the magazine underwent 
several changes under Dabholkar’s leadership, but the focus remained the same. 

His conviction also resulted in many controversies. Dabholkar openly challenged astrologers and sadhus in 
Maharashtra. Activists from the samiti raided several places to expose such sadhus and forced the police take 
action against them. 

He had also and declared a cash prize for anyone who could perform a miracle. Nobody accepted the challenge. 

Asian Age 

Anti-superstition activist Narendra Dabhoikar 
shot dead 


Pune: Activist Narendra Dabholkar, who was in the forefront of a campaign to persuade Maharashtra 
government to pass an anti-superstition and black magic bill, was shot dead here this morning by unknown 
assailants. 


Dabholkar was found in a pool of blood at Omkareshwar bridge of the city. Dabholkar, who was also editor of 
"Sadhana" magazine devoted to propagation of progressive thought, succumbed to bullet injuries in the Sassoon 
Hospital here. Pune Police Commissioner Gulabrao Pol, who confirmed Dabholkar's death, said that police were 
investigating the motive but no suspects have so far been identified. 


Dabholkar spearheaded the "Andhashraddha Nirmulan Samiti" (Anti-Superstition movement) to change social 
mindset and inculcate scientific temper. A staunch fighter for the cause of eradication of inhuman rituals and 
superstitions, Dabholkar was also in the forefront of the campaign to persuade Maharashtra government to pass 
an anti-superstition and black magic bill — opposed by certain sections of Warkari sect - in the State legislature 
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The Telegraph 

Black magic claims blood 

JAIDEEP HARDIKAR 

Nagpur, Aug. 20: Narendra Dabholkar, who had spent his life fighting superstition and was campaigning for a 
law to crack down on black magic that would be the first in the country, was today gunned down in the heart of 
Pune. 

Dabholkar, 65, was out on his morning walk when two bikers shot him from behind. He took two bullets in his 
head and one in the stomach while a fourth grazed his forehead, and lay in a pool of blood before police took him 
to Sassoon hospital nearby where he was declared “brought dead”. 

One of the new faces of Maharashtra’s socialist-rationalist traditions, he treaded the path shown by reformers like 
Jyotiba Phule, Rajarshi Shahu Maharaj, and Babasaheb Ambedkar. 

Chief minister Prithviraj Chavan expressed shock and announced a reward of Rs 10 lakh for information on the 
assassins. “It’s a blot on Maharashtra’s progressive and pluralistic face,” said the chief minister, who had last 
week promised that the bill to fight superstition and black magic would be passed in the winter session. 

Home minister R.R. Patil asked Pune police to hand over the probe to its crime branch. Dabholkar had refused 
Z-category security despite threats to his life, Patil said. 

At least two radical groups — the Sanatan Sanstha and the Hindu Janajagruti Samiti — had allegedly issued 
threats to him in the past to stop pushing the anti-superstition bill. 

The bill, first tabled and passed in the legislative council as a private member’s bill in 1995, has been cleared by 
the cabinet at least five times but has not been able to get through both Houses of the legislature. 

While the Congress and the NCP support the bill — if passed, it would be the country’s first law on black magic 
and superstition — the BJP and Sena have reservations. 

The groups opposed to it see the bill as an anti-faith legislation. 

Dabholkar had rejected this argument in an interview two years ago: “In the whole of the bill, there’s not a single 
word about God or religion; nothing like that. The Indian Constitution allows freedom of worship and nobody can 
take that away. This is about fraudulent and exploitative practices.” 

The latest draft, listed for the winter session, does not get into arguments on blind faith but simply lists the most 
common superstitions and practices. These include claiming possession of supernatural powers and advertising 
such claims, human and animal sacrifice to ward off evil or appease the spirits and gods, and selling or dealing in 
so-called magic stones, talisman, bracelets, charms etc. 

Dabholkar had also received threats from Jaat panchayats — panchayats of dominant castes, a relatively new 
phenomenon in Maharashtra — after he called them unconstitutional and anti-democratic. 
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Freethoughtblog 

Narendra Dabholkar assassinated in india 


by PZ Myers 

Dabholkar was a leader of the rationalist moyement in India, who had been fighting for anti-superstition and anti¬ 
black magic bills. He was gunned down by cowards on motorcycles this morning — it was an assassination, plain 
and simple. 

I’m passing along a brief summary I receiyed this morning. 

With deep distress and regret I haye to report to you the assassination this morning of one of India’s most 
important Rationalist and Humanist leaders. Dr. Narendra Dabholkar, founder of the Maharashtra Andha 
Shraddha Nirmulan Samiti or Maharashtra Forum for Elimination of Superstition. News is trickling in. 

Inspired by the work of the great rationalist Basaya Premanand, Dr. Dabholkar, a medical doctor, plunged into 
anti-superstition work in 1983 and built a concrete moyement in his home state of Maharashtra. He was briefly 
Vice President of the Federation of Indian Rationalist Associations, a Member Organisation of IHEU. 

A person of great charm and commitment to the cause,he refused to spread his actiyism outside Maharashtra 
because he was keen on first deyeloping a branch of his organisation in each yillage of Maharashtra. 

Organisational work of this kind made the moyement a force to reckon with in Maharashtra state where he was 
spearheading the moyement for a Bill against Witchcraft earlier called the Anti-Superstition Bill. The earlier Bill 
was passed in one house of the legislature but did not get through the second. His untiring efforts were 
successful, and the new Bill garnered the support of all the political parties except that of the Shiy Sena and the 
BJP. The ruling Congress party, howeyer, did not take it up on the Business Agenda of the Legislature - many 
suspect that this was because of the upset it would cause to the orthodox. When passed, it would be a most 
potent weapon in the fight against superstitions which sap the life blood of Indian society. 

Resist Anti-Scientific Temper Forces 

We the scientist, rationalists, educators and intellectuals of the country learnt with shock and anger the brutal and 
inhuman murder of Dr Narandra Dabholkar. This murder is part of the series of attacks that haye been 
perpetrated by anti scientific temper forces in the country. The attacks on artists, intellectuals and rationalists, all 
oyer the country, haye increased exponentially. 

Dr Dabholkar, a legendry figure in Maharashtra had contributed significantly to spreading scientific temper and 
sprit of enquiry. We strongly feel that it is duty of eyery citizen in the country to unequiyocally condemn his 
murder. His noteworthy, untiring and courageous contribution in framing the ‘anti-superstition and black magic 
bill’, that is pending before the Maharashtra Assembly speaks yolumes about his attitude towards 
fulfilling the constitutional duty. His murder is an attack on the fundamentals of our constitution. 

The atmosphere of intolerance and anti-science attitude is sweeping the Indian sub-continent. It is created 
bythose yested interests, which benefit from spreading myths and superstitions. There is a deliberate plot to push 
our society towards fanaticism. 

On March 13,1958, Pt. Nehru, the first Prime Minister of India placed ‘Scientific Policy Resolution’ before the 
Parliament of the country and read the entire document and had hoped that science ‘has proyided new tools of 
thought’ which will ‘expand the mental horizon’. He had also hoped that science will influence the basic yalues of 
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life and give the Indian civilization and new vitality and a new dynamism. The opposition had demanded a 
discussion; every speaker endorsed the resolution and raised concerns to strengthen it. The debate is a witness 
to the commitment that our parliamentarians of the timetha they had towards eradicating myths and superstitions 
from our society. They had also recognised how difficult the task was. 

Today we have come a long way, instead of debating and endorsing a bill that calls for eradication 
of superstitions,a person who pushes it in the assembly is killed in broaddaylight. The who killed 
Dr Dabholkar are scared of who hold rationality, independent thinking, questioning, scepticism, high. 

India, which has a long tradition of scepticism, humanism and sprit of enquiry, is facing a situation where anti- 
scientific temper forces apparently loom large. We call upon all those who stand by the constitution to 
rise and rededicate ourselves to spreading scientific temper. 

We demand: 

The perpetrators of this ghastly act should be immediately arrested, brought to the book and punished as per law 
of the land. 

The anti-superstition and black magic bill should be passed immediately by Maharashtra Assembly. 

A similar bill should be drafted, discussed and passed by the parliament of the country. 

Gauhar Raza, Dinesh Abrol, Amitabh Pandey, Prof. IrfanHabib, Dr Subodh Mahanti, Dr TV Venkateswaran, Dr 
Surjit Singh. Dr. Ram Puniyani, 

Dr.Narendra Dabholkar-A Tribute 

Dr.Narendra Dabholkar, a well known rationalist and anti-superstition activist from Maharashtra was shot dead in 
Pune on 20th August 2013. He was the Founder of the Maharashtra Andhashraddha Nirmoolan Samiti 
(Committee for Eradication of Superstition in Maharashtra). The Humanist community is shocked at this mindless 
violence. Narendra Dabholkar, a doctor by profession had dedicated his life to the cause of rationalism and 
humanism. He spearheaded several campaigns against superstitions and was involved in caste annihilation 
programmes. Narendra Dabholkar was campaigning to get an anti-superstition bill passed by the Maharashtra 
Government. A day after his death the Maharashtra state government cleared an Anti-Superstition and Black 
Maqic Ordinance. The law seeks to make it punishable for self-styled godmen to prey on people by offering 
rituals, charms, magical cures and propagating black magic. He had made powerful enemies and had faced 
protests against his work. 


Narendra Dabholkar also campaigned against rituals that harmed the environment. He won the court judgement 
that mandated all Ganesh idols to be made of clay and natural colors in Mumbai, where Ganesh is worshipped 
more fervently than anywhere else, and idols made using plaster of Paris and fluorescently bright paints which 
are environmental hazards and are dumped in the ocean in huge numbers every year. He became involved with 
movements against casteism and supported social justice for Dalits, such as Baba Adhav’s “ Ek qaav, ek 
panavtha ” (One village, one well) agitation. Dabholkar was the editor of a renowned Marathi weekly Sadhana, 
which was founded by Sane Guruji. 

Dabholkar had several qualities which made him a revered figure among the Maharashtrian populace brought up 
on the Phule-Shahu-Ambedkar philosophy. For someone trained in the socialist milieu of fifties and sixties by the 
greats like Sane guruji,Mr. S.M.Joshi,the journey from medical profession to full time social service was natural 
and seamless.The various battles for social justice and empowerment of the masses he undertook were 
imaginative and inclusive - be it the debunking of Nirmala Devi or Parvati Ma or Sathya Sai baba, the Shani 
Shinganapur movement for the equal rights to women in religious matters, his support to other activists’ 
movements like those of Medha Patkar, Baba Amte, Baba Adhav, Abhay and Rani Bang. 
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A man never known to lose his cool in face of the most severe adversities, he was waging the war for the anti¬ 
superstition bill for eighteen long years. When he received a few years ago,a substantial sum of ten lakh rupees 
as token of appreciation for his selfless service, he did not think twice before giving it away to the movement. He 
never once talked about the personal sacrifices he made.Today the movement boasts of thousands of activists, 
many of them full timers who will not allow the baton to drop- a testimony to Dr.Dabholkar’s formidable 
organizational skills 

Article 51A(h) of the Indian Constitution enjoins every citizen of the country to develop scientific temper, 
humanism and the spirit of inquiry and reform. Narendra Dabholkar was doing exactly that and it is terribly 
unfortunate that his work was cut short by such a dastardly act. We condemn this brutal killing and avow to carry 
his work forward.. 

http://nirmukta.eom/2013/08/22/dr-narendra-dabholkar-a-tribute/ 

My Rationalist Brother Narendra Dabholkar-A Tribute 

Narendra Nayak 

We were at a National level advanced training program for demystifying miracles on the 20‘^ of August when one 
of the activists of the Maharashtra Andha Shraddha Nirmulan Samithi who was a participant showed an SMS 
which imply said Dr.Narendra Bhabolkar shot dead. It was a terrible shock to us to hear that. He had been at the 
forefront of a movement to make this society a better, more egalitarian one. He had spent his whole life in the 
service of the society giving up what would have been a lucrative career as a medical practitioner. 

As he said, my wife can look after my nursing home and I shall do my work for the movement and the way he did 
it. He was always busy at his office at Sadhana Publications attending to visitors, drafting letters, making write 
ups and directing his activists. He was such a meticulous planner that the organizations was running a bus which 
would have a time table set for a year in advance to visit schools in villages to spread scientific temper. He 
worked tirelessly to build up the movement and had told me that it was his life’s ambition to see a unit of his 
organization in every village of the area of Maharashtra where his organization was active. In fact when 
Johannes Quack from the University of Frankfurt wrote a book on the Indian Rationalist movement- 
disenchanting India- the major portion of it was about the organization headed by Narendra Dhabolkar- the 
Maharashtra Andha Shraddha Nirmulan Samiti. He spent a few months with them and wrote extensively about 
their meticulous work in bringing about an attitudinal change in the superstition ridden villages of this region. He 
worked for the movement one village one well in which the caste system was to be attacked by having a single 
well for the use of people of all castes and communities. He worked hard- in fact had been trying for it for more 
than a decade to bring on a bill to make black magic as a criminal offence to deter unscrupulous people from 
cheating the gullible by the practice of what can be called as ‘black magic’. His efforts were thwarted each time 
by the vested interests who had felt threatened by a law which would prevent them from exploiting the society. 

He was one of the staunch supporters of FIRA and had organized its National Conference at Pune on a grand 
scale at Pune in 2007. It was a well attended affair and sadly the last one attended by the founder of FIRA, the 
late B.Premanand. However, Narendra Dabholkar’s one wish was not fulfilled in his life time. In one of our 
meetings he had asked me about organizing an international rationalist meet. He was keen to have the 
experience of organizing such a one at Pune and was asking me about the details about how to go about it. 

Some years back he had been presented with the award for doing outstanding work for science popularization by 
the NCSTC. Some of the senior members of his organization had made discrete enquiries with me that they 
would like him to move to the national level and whether I had any objections to that. I had replied that he would 
be very, very welcome and I would be the happiest if that were to happen. After a few years I asked him when 
that plan would materialize and his reply was that only after he had a unit in each village that he would think of 
moving out of the state! Alas, that was never to come. 
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I was conducting the national advanced level program for training of volunteers working in the field of 
demystifying miracles and scientific temper when we received the terrible news from the members of his own 
organisation Maharashtra Andha Shraddha Nirmulan Samithi. All present were shocked by this and passed a 
unanimous resolution condemning it. 


International - The News 

A martyr to the cause of Reason 


Praful Bidwai 


The assassination of Indian anti-superstition activist Narendra Dabholkar in Pune is an ugly black mark on 
society. The forces of fanatical intolerance, superstition, irrationality and social reaction which killed Dabholkar 
did so not because he threatened their faith or freedom of expression, but because he believed that it’s wrong to 
exploit people through black magic, sorcery, and sleights-of-hand while invoking supernatural powers. 

Personal rivalry cannot explain Dabholkar’s killing. As those knew him would testify - including this writer, who 
had the pleasure of knowing him and writing for the remarkable weekly ‘Sadhana’ which he edited - he was too 
amiable and disarming a man to inspire a personal animus. 

Dabholkar was an independent intellectual with strong anti-superstition convictions, which are anathema to 
obscurantists, religious bigots and reactionaries. A society in which rationalist intellectuals are killed, but violent 
rituals to exorcise ‘evil spirits’ are condoned, cannot be called minimally civilised. India is hurtling towards that 
status: over the last 15 years, 2,500 women were killed in witchcraft rituals, according to anti-superstition 
activists. 

The police still haven’t determined who planned Dabholkar’s killing, but it would be no surprise if caste 
panchayats or Hindutva groups like Sanatan Sanstha and Hindu Janajagriti Samiti - which hated his committee 
for the eradication of superstition - plotted it, their denials notwithstanding. 

Sanatan Sanstha founder Jayant Athavale wrote a sinister obituary on Dabholkar: “instead of dying bedridden 
through illness, or a painful death following a surgery’’, he died instantly: this was, “in a way, a blessing of the 
Almighty’’. This can rationalise any murder, however revolting. 

Three days later, activists of the Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad (the Bharatiya Janata Party’s student wing) 
broke up a memorial meeting for Dabholkar in Pune, and assaulted members of the left-wing music band Kabir 
Kala Manch. They branded the organisers “Naxalites” because one of them refused to chant “Jai Narendra Modi” 
when ordered to do so. 

Another pointer is the last anonymous threat to Dabholkar: “Remember Gandhi. Remember what we did to him”. 
This lays claim to Nathuram Godse’s hideous legacy. Even the normally mild-mannered Maharashtra Chief 
Minister Prithviraj Chavan said that Dabholkar’s killers have “the same mindset” as Gandhi’s assassins. One 
must sincerely hope that the police investigation is scrupulous and “gets to the bottom of the conspiracy”, as 
Chavan promises. 

The assassination is the latest in a series of explosions of intolerance witnessed in Pune, including the 
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ransacking of the prestigious Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute by the Maratha-chauvinist Sambhaji 
Brigade in 2004 over a book on Shivaji, killing of five progressive social activists in 2010, and the cancellation of 
a screening of Sanjay Kak’s film on Kashmir in 2012. 

Dabholkar’s killing marks a new low in Maharashtra’s cultural retrogression. This is especially tragic because 
Maharashtra was the crucible of India’s progressive social reform movement for a century, led by Shahu 
Maharaj, Jyotiba Phule, Savitribai Phule, Gopal Ganesh Agarkar, DK Karve, MG Ranade, Ramabai Ranade, and 
not least, BR Ambedkar. 

Social reform took roots among ordinary people mainly in Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu and Karnataka, where its 
leaders articulated the plebeian masses’ aspirations. The mobilisation of Dalits and Other Backward Classes, 
which followed later in North India, owes much to this early movement. 

Maharashtra saw the flowering of India’s first Bahujan Samaj (non-Brahmin) mobilisation against religious 
orthodoxy, casteism, sati, gender discrimination, and barring of temple entry to Dalits. The movement 
championed girls’/women’s education and widow remarriage. It firmly embraced the Enlightenment values of 
reason and critical inquiry. 

The reformists always faced venomous opposition, including social boycott, from traditionalists and upper-caste 
status-quoists. But they heroically resisted - and at times succeeded in pushing through pro-people measures. 

The balance changed in the 1960s with the rise of the chauvinist-communal Shiv Sena, which worked to reverse 
the gains of social reform, with support from the ruling Congress. With this, says social critic Shanta Gokhale, the 
needle that had oscillated “between Maharashtra’s progressive and regressive heritage stopped on the side of 
regression.” 

Dabholkar was a rationalist. But he didn’t campaign against faith per se, only against blind faith and exploitation 
of gullible people through witchcraft, tricks passed off as ‘miracles’, and infliction of harmful ‘magical’ rites such 
as beatings and torture to drive out the ‘evil spirits’ to which people’s health or financial problems are falsely 
attributed. 

He trenchantly opposed tantrik-shamanic practices such as preventing medical treatment for illnesses, and 
relying on mantras instead; animal and human sacrifice to ward off ill-luck; falsely branding people as Satanical 
agents or carriers of misfortune; or claiming to perform surgery or change the sex of a foetus with one’s fingers. 

Dabholkar lobbied hard for the Maharashtra Prevention and Eradication of Human Sacrifice and other Inhuman, 
Evil and Aghori Practices and Black Magic Bill, which hung fire for 18 years thanks to the Hindu Right’s 
opposition. This law seeks to prosecute people for claiming supernatural powers; defaming saints/gods by 
claiming to be their reincarnation; and ill-treating people in psychological distress in the belief that they are 
smitten by evil spirits. 

It covers rituals performed to beget a male child, and claims to omniscience by virtue of being ‘possessed’ by 
supernatural powers. After Dabholkar’s killing, the Maharashtra government brought an ordinance to implement 
the Bill. 

This only completes one part of Dabholkar’s unfinished agenda. The rest lies in extending such laws to the whole 
of India, and vigorously promoting the scientific temper and a spirit of critical inquiry - not just in classrooms, not 
just to earn degrees or jobs, but in daily life, while making crucial decisions about individual freedom, marriage. 
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the family and religion. 

This agenda has acquired great relevance and urgency in today’s South Asia. Liberalisation and globalisation 
have disrupted old social balances and faith systems and given rise to a politicised religiosity in our region. A 
‘pop Hinduism’ thrives in India, centred on temples, pilgrimages, god-men and -women, with new, more 
ostentatious rituals - amidst an explosive growth of superstition, especially among the middle class. 

In the 1960s, being superstitious was considered incorrect and infra dig among educated Indians. Now, it’s 
fashionable to rely on astrological predictions, wear flashy gemstones, get advice from outright quacks, and deify 
sadhus and self-proclaimed holy men. Weird practices like wiccanism (literally, practising witchcraft), regression 
therapy (when you delude yourself to be the reincarnation of a mythological figure like Kaikeyi), and performance 
of elaborate havans and yagnas to bring fortune have pervaded middle class life. Observances like kathas, 
jagrans and bhajans are getting more public and raucous. 

As Meera Nanda argues in The God Market, this religiosity is cultivated by “the emerging state-temple-corporate 
complex”, which is corrupting secular public institutions and embedding Hindu rituals and symbols in the affairs of 
the state. Hindu religiosity is also getting fused with national pride and the idea that India’s recent (and alas, fast¬ 
eroding) economic success is rooted in the superiority of its ancient (read, Hindu) civilisation. This religiosity is 
supported by the state, temple-related bodies, and business groups. It’s easily harnessed to political causes and 
to greater intolerance towards the religious minorities. This is nowhere more evident than in Ayodhya, where a 
new kind of parikrama was invented to sow communal hatred. Opposing such pernicious practices and defending 
rationality would be the right homage to Dabholkar. 


DNA Pune Edition 5 Sep 2013 

Asaram’s arrest vindicates Narendra Dabhoikar 

Praful Bidwai 


It’s only a coincidence that the assassination of anti-superstition activist Narendra Dabholkar was followed 
within a fortnight by the arrest of godman Asaram Bapu on charges of sexual assault on a 16-year-old 
schoolgirl. Both were ugly black-marks on Indian society — the first because it highlighted fanatical intolerance 
towards an intellectual who campaigned against the exploitation of people through black magic, sorcery, and 
sleights-of-hand by quacks who claim supernatural powers; and the second because it spoke to the 
persistence of the power that self-proclaimed holy men have over gullible people, which can be abused to 
grotesque ends 


Bapu reportedly persuaded the victim’s relatives that she was possessed by evil forces, which he would exorcise 
by performing certain rituals; under that pretence, he molested and sexually assaulted the girl for more than an 
hour. 


This is only one of many recent incidents of sexual abuse by self-styled godmen. What makes it particularly 
obnoxious is the defiant posture adopted by hundreds of Bapu’s loyal followers against attempts to arrest him. 


51 


Thought & Action 


Special Issue 


The ferocity isn’t unrelated to the immense power of Bapu’s Rs5,000-crore empire and the devotees’ dogmatic 
belief that the “spiritual” guru could do no wrong 


Bapu’s criminal misconduct closely fits some of the offences defined under the Maharashtra Prevention and 
Eradication of Human Sacrifice and other Inhuman, Evil and Aghori Practices and Black Magic Bill, which the 
government has just passed as an ordinance after a delay of 18 years. The delay is partly explained by the Hindu 
Right’s resistance, and partly by aversion on the part of many Maharashtra Congress leaders, including former 
Chief Ministers Vilasrao Deshmukh and Ashok Chavan, themselves Sathya Sai Baba devotees 


The Hindu Right’s opposition to the Bill is predictable, and was voiced in dire threats to Dabholkar, including the 
last one, which brazenly claimed Nathuram Godse’s legacy: “Remember Gandhi. Remember what we did to 
him”. However, some liberal commentators have also expressed reservations about the Bill on the grounds that it 
enshrines paternalism and seeks to regulate or outlaw superstition, contrasting it to science and rationality. 

This criticism is misplaced. Neither the Bill, nor Dabholkar the rationalist, sought to outlaw superstition. Dabholkar 
didn’t campaign against faith as such, but only the consequences of practices based on blind faith and 
superstition-driven rituals insofar as these cause bodily or psychological harm. The Bill/ordinance too punishes 
specific practices: human sacrifice, assault, torture, sexual abuse, etc, committed in the course of exorcism, 
performance of miracles, magical “cures” and “blessings” through beatings, and prevention of medical treatment. 
All this should be unexceptionable 


However, the time has come to ask if Indian society shouldn’t aim for something higher—vigorous promotion of 
Enlightenment values, the scientific temper and critical inquiry—not just in classrooms, not only to earn degrees, 
but in daily life, while making decisions about individual freedoms, marriage, the family and religion. This cannot 
be done by law, but mainly through a social reform movement 


This is an urgent task. Liberalisation and globalisation have disrupted old faith systems and given rise to a 
politicised religiosity centred on temples, pilgrimages, god-men and godwomen, with new, more ostentatious 
rituals — amidst an explosive growth of superstition among the middle class. As Meera Nanda’s The God Market 
argues, this religiosity is cultivated by “the state-temple-corporate complex”, which is corrupting secular public 
institutions. This religiosity is easily harnessed to political causes and to intolerance towards the religious 
minorities. This is nowhere more evident than in Ayodhya 


The author is a writer, columnist, and professor at the Council for Social Development, Delhi 


Economic & Political Weekly 

Keeper of Maharashtra's Conscience 

Narendra Dabholkar, the most well-known rationalist and anti-superstition voice in Maharashtra in recent 
decades, fought for women’s freedom in an area that hardly anyone bothered to address. He realised that lakhs 
of women became either the unwitting victims of fraudulent babas and godmen due to social and cultural 
pressures or gave in to beliefs that harmed their physical and mental health irrevocably. He was also active in the 
battle to vanquish the devadasi system, the obnoxious practice of “dedicating” young girls to the goddess 
Yellamma and condemning them to lives of sexual slavery and misery. 
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The 67-year-old Dabholkar, who was shot dead by two motorcycle riders on 20 August when out for a walk in 
Shanivar Peth in Pune, was written about on the basis of his dogged fight to get the Maharashtra Eradication of 
Black Magic, and Evil and Aghori Practices Bill passed in the Maharashtra legislature. It was in this aspect that 
he was praised and reviled the most. But there were many other areas that he was active in, knowing that 
practices therein were offshoots of the same mentality that endorsed blind obedience to exploitative rituals. He 
took up the battle with jaat panchayats in Maharashtra which of late had begun violently hounding young couples 
who chose their marriage partners from other castes. One of his pet campaigns on which he had won a ruling 
from the Bombay High Court was against the immersion of Ganesha idols in rivers and lakes and the setting up 
of artificial water bodies by municipal and local authorities instead. He advocated the use of eco-friendly material 
to make the idols and a ban on plaster of Paris. 

Interestingly, almost every progressive stream in Maharashtra sought his presence and many of the socialist, 
liberal political groups tried to cajole him into joining them. While he steadfastly refused to join any political outfit, 
he lent his support to every campaign that dealt a blow to well-entrenched repressive and discriminatory 
practices. In fact, no venue was too remote, no organisation too small for Dabholkar to enthusiastically accept 
the invitation to speak, chair or lead demonstrations against puerile beliefs and practices. He travelled the length 
and breadth of Maharashtra exhorting people to examine such practices. 

Just as he was sought after, he too reached out to all those elements that could help in his single-minded battle. 
Popular actress Sonali Kulkarni spoke about how the camp he had organised for young women in Solapur, was a 
“turning point’’ in her life. Others like Amol Palekar and his wife Sandhya Gokhale, Kishore Kadam (theatre and 
cinema), AtuI Pethe (theatre) and Paresh Mokashi (director of the award-winning Harishchandrachi Factory) 
were also staunch supporters. Dabholkar also recently acted in a film that targeted the superstitions rampant in 
the tribal belt. Similarly, progressive writers including dalit writers and poets, students’ and women’s rights’ 
activists all rallied round him and got his support in turn. 

Multifaceted Activities 

His activities were indicative of the multipronged campaign he spearheaded. Since he believed in dialogue and 
discussion, challenging godmen who performed “miracles” and astrologers who made grandiose claims to public 
meetings and demonstration of their “powers”, was a favourite mechanism. Reading about his experiences in the 
media interviews he gave or the annals of the Maharashtra Andhashraddha Nirmoolan Samiti (MANS), you 
almost get the impression that he must have got quite used to having eggs thrown at him on the stage and to 
being heckled by his opponents. For all his ability to raise the tempers of those who lived by chicanery and 
mixed-up religious faith with blind belief, Dabholkar did not stage dramatic confrontations with television news 
cameras in tow, as is the habit of protestors that the mainstream media loves to cover. For example, if you watch 
his speech on the godman Nirmal Baba who prescribed “green chutney” as a solution for life’s problems one can 
see a textbook case of reasoned argument and dry humour. 

In the eulogies that followed his death, there were some that praised his great oratory. There was nothing of that 
in him if one goes by the popular Indian perception of great oratory (especially by political leaders). There were 
no flights of fancy rhetoric, dramatic denouncements and wild allegations and no attempt to draw laughter with 
cheap digs at opponents. In the above-mentioned example, he starts with a shloka by Maharashtra’s beloved 
poet-sage sant Tukaram who often spoke out against blind faith in religious practices. He then goes on to lucidly 
argue in almost a schoolmasterish fashion against the godman’s statements. 

His organisation took up almost every issue that has had an enormous bearing on the lives of ordinary citizens 
but which are not “popular” enough for the political parties. MANS targeted the ingrained practice of taking the 
mentally ill to babas who claimed to chase out the devils possessing the patient. Activists held mental health 
awareness drives in remote areas and villages and invited psychiatrists to speak and counsel. When a family in 
Pune committed suicide last year ostensibly because they were told that their reigning stars were in unfavourable 
positions, the organisation held a talk by Dabholkar to “critically examine the basis of astrology as well as the 
various arguments given in its favour”. He also tried tirelessly to popularise the works of the enviable line of anti¬ 
establishment social reformers that Maharashtra had down the centuries. Dabholkar had also founded a de- 
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addiction centre called Parivartan in his hometown and it caters to patients from Satara, Sangli, Kolhapur 
districts. MANS also campaigned tirelessly against early marriages of girls especially in the rural areas leading to 
early child births and debilitating illnesses. In turn, these young women are then subjected to the “cures” of 
godmen for these diseases or for mental illnesses like hysteria :effect-of-superstition-on-health-and-nutrition-of- 
women&catid=46:women-and-superstition). 

As the president of the Federation of Indian Rationalist Associations, Narendra Nayak said in a tribute, Dabholkar 
was known for such meticulous planning that the MANS’ vehicle had a timetable drafted a year in advance so 
that visits to schools in villages to spread the scientific temper could take place smoothly. 

Dabholkar also edited the Marathi weekly Sadhana for two decades. The weekly which put up a spirited fight 
against the Emergency (it was forcibly closed down but won on appeal to the Bombay High Court and began 
publishing again) has been the mouthpiece of Maharashtra’s socialists ever since the writer-reformer Sane Guruji 
started it in 1948. It also threw open its pages to the poetry and writings of dalit litterateurs. 

Influences and Education 

Among the influences on Dabholkar’s thinking and teaching was that of the great rationalist from Sri Lanka, 
Abraham Kovoor. In fact, the MANS website has always had information on Kovoor’s life and activities. In 1963, 
Kovoor publicly offered a sum of Rs (Sri Lankan) 1 lakh to any person who could perform a paranormal miracle 
under “fraud-proof” conditions. Among his most well-known works is Be Gone Godmen. Born in Kerala, his father 
was the Vicar General of the Mar Thomma Syrian Church of Malabar. Educated in the US and highly qualified, 
Kovoor only believed in rationalism. He too reached out to people through films and books (translated into a 
number of Indian languages) and networked with likeminded scientists to taunt and goad fraudulent godmen into 
picking up challenges to demonstrate their miraculous powers publicly under scrutiny. Again, he too held public 
lectures scientifically denouncing the mumbo jumbo of the godmen. Among his favourite targets was Sathya Sai 
Baba of Puttaparthy. His offer of Rs 1 lakh to anyone (he also named a number of Indian and international 
personalities who claimed paranormal powers) who could perform 23 miracles he listed is worth perusing. The 
rationalist Banal Edamaruku (president of the Indian Rationalist Association and editor of Rationalist 
International) who had to flee to Europe following death threats and blasphemy cases was also a friend of 
Dabholkar’s. 

Dabholkar was born on 1 November 1945 in Satara and studied in the New English School and later in the 
Willingdon College in Sangli and went on to do his MBBS from the Miraj Medical College. He was a kabaddi 
enthusiast in school and later captain of the university team, even representing the country in Asian tournaments 
and winning a state government award for the sport. Following a 12-year medical practice he left it (his wife 
Shaila Dabholkar is a gynaecologist, son Hamid is a psychiatrist and daughter Mukta is a lawyer and the latter 
two are active in the MANS) to start the organisation in 1989. Before that, he had joined Baba Adhav’s anti- 
casteist “one village, one well” campaign in 1983. He was also active in the Akhil Bharatiya Andhashraddha- 
Nirmulan Samiti founded by another well-known rationalist activist Shyam Manav but left it after some differences 
to form the MANS. 

It was his relentless 18-year-old campaign to get the Maharashtra government to pass the Maharashtra 
Eradication of Black Magic, Evil and Aghori Practices Bill (also known as the Anti-Jaadu Tona Bill) that led to him 
being admired and reviled passionately. As is well known by now, it went into 29 amendments and was produced 
before the legislature in seven sessions but never taken up for discussion. Through it all, Dabholkar continued 
campaigning for the bill, talking to politicians, activists and ordinary citizens, refusing to give up or take up any 
violent activity either. That the Maharashtra cabinet passed an ordinance on the bill a day after his death is an 
irony that has not been lost on the people of the state. It is typical of the Congress-Nationalist Congress Party 
coalition to shrilly invoke the state’s “progressive” tradition when it is convenient and quietly thwart progressive 
moves for the same purpose. 

The ordinance makes it illegal (among other provisions) to perform magical rites in the name of supernatural 
power, advertise the claim to have such powers, offer charms, etc, to exorcise evil spirits, claim to be the 
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reincarnation of saints, to beat mentally ill patients in the name of curing them, offer to perform rituals to have a 
male child and sell or offer medicines for various medical conditions and snake bites and rabies. The Shiv Sena 
and the Bharatiya Janata Party are unhappy with this. Apart from wanting a public debate on many of the 
provisions they also feel that Dabholkar exclusively targeted the Hindu religion. 

A Battle of ‘Mindsets’ 

A number of Hindu right-wing organisations which had left no stone unturned to condemn Dabholkar in the last 
three decades became the focus of suspicion for his death. However, all of them have said that while they were 
strong opponents they would not stoop to murder. In any case, as Dabholkar’s associates recall, threats, 
disruptions of his public meetings and even attacks with sticks were hardly unknown to him. The Hindu 
Janajagruti Samiti’s website often carried condemnatory pieces on Dabholkar and he was often referred to as 
dharma drohi 

Another right-wing organisation, the Sanatan Sanstha had, by its own admission, filed more than 20 legal cases 
against Dabholkar for making “false allegations” against it. Dabholkar’s one-time associate and fellow traveller in 
the fight against superstition, Shyam Manav of the All India Andhashraddha Nirmulan Samiti said that the killing 
was “an outcome of the mindset of those who subscribe to the Sanstha. What makes the battle more difficult is 
that it is not an organisation that can be dealt with logic or dialogue” (26 August 2013, Indian Express, Mumbai). 

For over 30 decades Dabholkar attempted the difficult - battling those who used religion to spread obscurantism 
and exploit the gullible and vulnerable in the realm of ideas and public discourse. How far the MANS will be able 
to sustain his work will be a testimony as much to Dabholkar’s legacy as to Maharashtra’s long progressive 
history. 

The Dilemmas and Challenges faced by the 
Rationalist Indian 


T V Venkateswaran 

The murder of renowned rationalist Narendra Dabholkar on the streets of Pune on 20 August, 2013, was a wake- 
up call for the nation. While out on his morning walk, two unidentified assailants on a motorcycle fired at him from 
close range near the Omkareshwar bridge. As the news of his gruesome murder spread, spontaneous 
demonstrations took place across Maharashtra. In his home town Satara, thousands came out to pay tribute to 
this leading light of the anti-superstition movement who had taken on many a self-appointed godmen. The all¬ 
party bandh called the next day was near complete with willing participants closing their businesses and shops. 
The chilling effect of the premeditated murder reverberated throughout the state. Witnessing the public outrage, 
the state cabinet hastily promulgated an anti-superstition ordinance based on the “Maharashtra Prevention and 
Eradication of Human Sacrifice and other Inhuman Evil Practices and Black Magic Bill”. Dhabolkar had been 
relentlessly campaigning for the adoption of this bill, which has been languishing in the assembly for many years. 

The Anti-Superstition Crusader 

Although Dabholkar’s reformist ideas often led to confrontation, he always sought compromise and reconciliation. 
Firm in his conviction, he was altogether non-violent in his approach. He met his shrill and abusive opponents 
with calm and sober arguments and said that “in the struggle to end ignorance he did not need any weapons”. 
Though Dabholkar had lately received several death threats and hate mails from some Hindu extremist groups, 
he refused to seek police protection. Who would have imagined that this mild mannered and soft spoken man 
would end up getting murdered in cold blood? 
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Though Sanatan Sanstha, a Hindu extremist organisation, suspected of murdering Dabhoikar, denied its roie in 
the murder, its ideoiogue Jayant Athvaie in the organisation’s mouthpiece Santhan Prabhat diaboiicaiiy wrote “it's 
God’s grace to die in a manner in which Dabhoikar died, it is better than dying of a proionged iiiness or suffering 
from pain induced by surgicai procedures”. 

Dabhoikar was a versatiie man with a medicai degree and a keen interest in sociai reform. Perhaps, the tenacity 
with which he pursued the anti-superstition biii for many years came from his training as a kabaddi piayer. His 
district team won not oniy the coveted Ashwini Kumar Bhoir Goid Cup, but he aiso represented india in a match 
against Bangiadesh in a kabbaddi tournament, inspired by the Sociaiist iabour ieader and sociai reformer Baba 
Adhav's “One viiiage, one drinking water weii” campaign, Dabhoikar quit his iucrative medicai profession to 
undertake sociai work and cuiturai reform. He opined that the caste is at the root of inequaiity in the indian 
society, and without a cuiturai revoiution equaiity was not possibie. He strived for the annihiiation of the caste 
system. Just days before his death, Dabhoikar appeared on a teievision panei discussion on the roie of caste 
panchayats in the context of the murder of a giri by her own father in Nashik, as she had dared to marry outside 
her caste. 

in the past thirty years there has been a marked increase in use of reiigious and sectarian identities for poiiticai 
gains, emergence of irrationai cuits in the name of reiigion and the giorification of obscurantist practices in the 
name of cuiture. This has provided the ideoiogicai basis for, at times, brutai unscientific actions in both pubiic and 
personai domains. Discrimination based on caste, gender and ethnic identities perpetuated on the basis of 
irrationai beiiefs and superstitions is stiii wideiy prevaient and is on the rise, in no smaii measure, the privatisation 
of eiectronic media has aiso had the undesirabie effect of providing a piatform and visibiiity to the forces 
responsibie for the spread of irrationaiity and undermining of the scientific temper. 

Open to Misinterpretation: Section 259A 

Articie 51 A (h) of the Constitution of india urges every citizen “to deveiop the scientific temper, humanism and 
the spirit of inquiry and reform”. However, this endeavour is becoming not just difficuit but dangerous and, at 
times, iethai as in the case of Dabhoikar. When intoierance ruies the roost, not just taking on superstitious 
practices, but even activities such as bringing out iarge number of peopie to watch the “totai soiar eciipse”, or a 
criticai appraisai of pubiic poiicies becomes probiematic. 

The murder of Dabhoikar compeis us to ruminate over two diiemmas; free speech versus reasonabie restrictions 
in the iightof the section 259A of the indian Penai Code (iPC), and the contending ciaims of cuiturai reiativism 
and sociai reform. 

indeed as hate speeches siience the minorities and are inimicai to democracy, some form of reasonabie 
restrictions appear incumbent. Hate speeches create a voiatiie situation ieading to communai vioience. This in 
turn ieads to the ghettoisation of minorities and prevents them from from participating effectiveiy and freeiy in the 
democratic process with confidence, in the worst case scenario, as in Rwanda or in Nazi Germany, hate 
speeches may iead to physicai eiimination of a section of the popuiation on the basis of reiigion, race, ethnicity, 
caste, gender or sexuai orientation, in a piurai society, such as ours, it is necessary not oniy to respect the 
different reiigious beiiefs; feeiings and practices of aii but aiso protect these from scurriiity, viiification, ridicuie and 
hate. However, drawing the iine between a hate speech and a rationai “condemnation” of practices or reiigious 
views is disputatious. 

Akin to the hate speech iaw in the iPC is the contentious section 295A. Lord Macau/ay avowing that “i am not a 
Mussuiman; but if i were a judge in india, i shouid have no scrupie about punishing a Christian who shouid 
poiiute a mosque”, inserted section 295 that criminaiises the actions of “whoever destroys, damages or defiies 
any piace of worship, or any object heid sacred by any ciass of persons”. But a provision under this section which 
outiaws “deiiberate and maiicious acts intended to outrage reiigious feeiings of any ciass” has become a bone of 
contention. Far from protecting sociai and communai harmony, section 295A has a history of abuse and arbitrary 
imposition. 
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The Supreme Court in the light of the freedom of speech guaranteed under the section 19 of the Indian 
Constitution, in the “Ramji Lai Modi vs State of Utter Pradesh” stated that “295A does not penalize any and 
every... insult to or attempt to insult the religion or the religious beliefs' but ...it penalizes only those acts [or] 
insults to or those varieties of attempts to insult the religion or the religious beliefs of a class of citizens, which are 
perpetuated with the deliberate and malicious intention of outraging the religious feelings of the class”. The court 
made a distinction between intentional insults that clearly had a “calculated tendency” to “disrupt the public 
order” and “insults to religion offered unwittingly or carelessly or without any deliberate or malicious intention”. 

Yet history is replete with instances of abuse and harassment of those who take up cudgels against superstition 
and the so called godmen. 

Abuse of Section 295A: Some Examples 

Take the case of two young women in Mumbai who were recently arrested for posting an innocuous comment 
on Facebook which described the reaction of the city to the death of Shiv Sena leader Bal Thackeray as 
disproportional. The police booked them under the notorious 295A of I PC. It is another matter that the case was 
dropped and the officers responsible for the arrest were suspended for overreacting. How can we expect 
democracy to flourish and thrive if one cannot boldly express contentious views without fear or threat? 

Or take the case of Sanal Edamaruku who for now more than a decade along with his colleagues from the Indian 
Rationalist Association has been promoting reason and humanism. He and members of his innovative 
"Rationalist Reality Theatre" group visit villages dressed as godmen. They perform "miracles" before the 
audience who think that they are actually witnessing miracles performed by holy-men. Then suddenly the 
activists pull the curtain revealing the scientific basis behind the so called miracles. The intention of such 
activities is to inculcate scientific temper. 

Recently, Edamaruku and his colleagues investigated the alleged miracle of water dripping from the statue of 
Jesus Christ at the Catholic Church of Our Lady in Vile Parle, Mumbai. After establishing that the cause was just 
a leaky pipe with water travelling up the statue by capillary action, Sanal appeared on prime time Mumbai TV to 
debunk the so called miracle. Next day, seventeen complaints were filed against him at various police stations all 
invoking section 295A of the IPC. Having been denied anticipatory bail and fearing pre-trial imprisonment, Sanal 
sought refuge in Europe. Most likely Sanal will be discharged of all the accusations levied against him, but it is 
absolutely certain that he will spend the next several years chasing lawyers and visiting courtrooms. 

In February 2010, Hulikal Nataraj, a school teacher and rationalist, in a TV interview had stated that the so called 
miraculous divine Jyothi at the Sabarimala Ayyappa temple was a human creation. This allegedly hurt the 
sentiment of a Bajarang Dal activist on who’s complaint a non-bailable arrest warrant was issued against 
Nataraj. However, a Karnataka High court judge H N Nagamohan Das not only quashed the case but also 
indicted the entire system by summoning the home secretary to the court. As a result the increment of the sub¬ 
inspector who had attempted to arrest Nataraj was withheld. 

When Tamil Nadu Science Forum, an organisation committed to popularisation of science, wanted to arrange for 
a public viewing of the annual solar eclipse in 2011, and cook and eat food during the eclipse in defiance of the 
taboo, the police gave their permission reluctantly to hold the event. Rationalist campaigner Narandera Nayak 
had a brief brush with section 295A when he contended that the cow urine was just like the urine of any other 
animal and there is nothing sacred about it. When the Kannada movie actress Jayamala allegedly visited the 
Sabrimala temple violating the taboo, which forbids women in the menstruating age bracket to enter it, the same 
provision was invoked. The ludicrous extreme to much which this provision could be abused is apparent from the 
reported arrest of Kartik, a youth, who's crime was to reply to an Hanuman Jayanthi greeting with a comment that 
“there is no god”. He was taken in police custody on the grounds of “hurting religious sentiments” invoking 
section 259A. 

It is as if anyone can take offense to anything nowadays. Pandering to such intense sensitivity could become 
counter-productive. Liberal criticism helps expose notorious practices within a religion that may violate human 
rights. As history has shown evil practices such as Sati or dowry were severely condemned by social reformers 
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even in the face of opposition from groups defending these customs. Subsequently, legislations prohibiting these 
practices were adopted. No social reform would have been possible if we were intolerant to criticism, or prohibit 
condemnation of religious and cultural practices. The freedom of religion implies tolerance of offensive or 
dissenting views. Stifling criticism and rational disapprobation impinges upon the freedom of speech on the one 
hand and potential reform on the other. There is no right to be not offended. 

As the "reasonable restrictions" on free speech in reality are no longer applied in a reasonable way, a chilling 
atmosphere stifling free speech and thought is created. It is evident that the public sphere is getting more and 
more stifled with the recurrent abuse of the section 295A. 

Though the misuse of section 295A is rampant, its off-hand repeal may be prove to be counterproductive given 
the fact that hate speeches calculated to raise passions are a reality. Even the severest condemnation by 
rationalists of some religious practices is inspired by humanism and may at best inspire reform and at worst a 
conspiracy of silence. But the underlying intention of a hate speech is neither reform nor is the motive humanism. 
Free speech has to be balanced with other requirements for the democracy to work. Perhaps the urgent need is 
to recast section 259A on the model of hate speech laws of Canada, South Africa and European Union, and 
balance the need for critical examination of religion and all cultural practices with the need to protect minorities 
(religious, cultural, ethnic and sexual orientation etc.) from ridicule and hate. 

Cultural Pluralism vs Rationality 

Cultural pluralism poses another dilemma. If the French are to be condemned for adopting domestic laws 
prohibiting the wearing of a veil and branded as intolerant to cultural sensitivities, then can one take offence to 
the public display of religious symbols, figures, images and artefacts in government offices, religious ceremonies 
in institutes and religious invocations during inaugurations of scientific conferences? A number of acts such as 
these, including taking of the miniature rocket to the temple at Tirupati for blessings, are accepted in the name of 
culture. 

This then raises some serious questions? Why ban the sale of amulets, magic stones, talismans, bracelets and 
charms when we are not ready to ban the sale of “astrological stones”; why ban animal sacrifice for the 
appeasement of gods or spirits when we are not ready to ban let’s say, brahminical rituals? Do these bans subtly 
display discrimination, subtly place neo-vedantic religion on a pedestal while demeaning the practices of other 
cultures? What would be the rationale behind demarcating legitimate religious and cultural practices from ones 
that need to be prohibited? 

Indeed it looks “cool” to be defending the culture or practices of the underdog, however dreadful these might be. 
But on the ground, when poor and marginalised families fatalistically resort to talisman and charms rather than 
organise themselves to demand their entitlements, cultural relativism does not seem so charming. When 
traditions trample human rights, discriminate on the basis of gender and caste, they suddenly appear not so 
glorious. 

A relook at the concept of scientific temper and reform is an urgent task. This cannot be brushed aside as an 
archaic or a Nehruvian idea. In a multicultural and a pluralist society such as ours, if we need to abjure violence 
and promote democracy, then we need to engage with these questions intensely and immediately. 

T V Venkateswaran, is with Vigyan Prasar, Department of Science and Technoiogy, New Deihi. The views 
expressed by the author are personai. 
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An age of disbelief; Con men thrive under the 
garb of religion 

Swami Agnivesh & VALSON THAMPU Sep 5, 2013, 12.00AM 1ST 


If i had a guru, and i am looking for one, I should surrender myself body and soul to him. But in this age of 
unbelief a true guru is hard to find. A substitute will be worse than useless, often positively harmful. I must 
therefore warn all against accepting imperfect ones as gurus...Has a man ever learnt swimming by tying a stone 
to his neck? - M K Gandhi. 

Godmen are in the news increasingly for the wrong reasons. Events reported shock us for a while. Public 
memory being proverbially short, in a few days we leave behind the scandal and get back to business as usual. 
Till the next scandal breaks out. Then the next. And the next...So the tamasha of gurudom continues. 


This need not surprise us. What should surprise us instead is the eager readiness of individuals, even highly 
educated ones, to surrender themselves to the conmen of religion. Con men thrive under the garb of religion 
when people abandon God. The godmen symdrome is a symptom of godlessness, not of religiosity. Godmen 
have as much to do with God as rock gardens have to do with flowers. 

Why do people flee from God to godmen? Why do they stick even to those con men who are fleeing from the 
arms of law? Why doesn't the grotesque pathos of it move the rest of us to tears? Where have we misplaced our 
capacity for righteous indignation? 

The answer may well be found in Gandhiji's warning cited above. This could well be the punishment that an 'age 
of unbelief invites upon itself. The necessary outcome of 'unbelief is not atheism. It is cultism. It is not no-faith, 
but false-faith. The choice is not between trusting and not trusting God. The choice is between trusting God and 
surrendering oneself to godmen. It is an epochal imperative therefore that cultic con men and bogus godmen 
mushroom and commandeer hysterically zealous following in such an age. This does not prove the greatness of 
individual con men or the worth of teachings they mouth. It proves the sickness of the age in which we live. 

Gandhiji warned us a long time ago against 'accepting imperfect ones as gurus'. A guru, by definition, is vastly 
superior to his disciples. Else the guru cannot command abject obedience and blind trust from those who cast 
themselves at his feet. By trusting these imperfect specimens of humanity, we degrade and consign ourselves to 
a level below that of their imperfection. Unwittingly, we invite irrationality, existential insecurity and a life driven 
and riven by falsehood, hypocrisy and moral anarchy. How else can the so-called followers of a godman now 
posture themselves aggressively against the arm of law? 

At the popular level God is likely to lose out to godmen, given the spirit of this age of unbelief. God is a growth- 
imperative. Spirituality is all about our growth towards the fullness of our scope as human beings. God is the light 
in this pilgrimage of personal development and empowerment. Growth of this kind is a demanding, even 
daunting, prospect. Godmen provide the cheap, alluring alternative. You don't have to grow and assume 
responsibility for your destiny. All you have to do is abandon your life and destiny to the keeping of these men 
and women of clay. No godman or godwoman will ever ask you to outgrow your superstition or stupidity. As a 
matter of fact, human growth towards existential empowerment is bad news for godmen and godwomen. Growth 
eradicates the need to depend. It abolishes blind faith. Growth is the secret of freedom. God the Creator is also 
God the Liberator. In God alone, as all religions teach, are we truly free. 
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In contrast, godmen facilitate and perpetuate our disempowerment. They effect a sort of cultic slavery that 
conjures up, for the time being, a specious sort of security. A state of underdevelopment, however, is perforce 
riddled with anxieties and insecurities. It spews up a deep, irresistible craving to cast oneself upon a larger than 
life character who, one is eager to believe, has the solutions to all of one's problems. This also explains why so- 
called devotees volunteer to fight and protect their gurus from the consequences of misdeeds. Ironically, at this 
stage the protector becomes the protectedi The masses become the saviour of their Saviour. 

Historically, the godmen syndrome emerged in the wake of the failure of religious establishments. Predictably, it 
did not take long for wolves to appear on the landscape where naive lambs abounded as easy targets. But, given 
that it was the landscape of religiosity, wolves had to appear in sheep's clothing. The hybrid nature of this bogus 
phenomenon is reflected in the hybrid nature of the nomenclature they go by: god-meni Are they God? No. Are 
they men? No. Then what are they? An in-between phenomenon, haloed freaks. Going by the label, that is. 

Following these cultic con men and women is, in the words of Gandhiji, like a man trying to learn 'swimming by 
tying a stone to his neck'. It is our sinking fellow human beings, rather than the thriving con men who tie these 
stones around their necks, who should be our crying concern. The stones are blind faith. The antidote to blind 
faith is true faith. God and God alone can be the centre of true faith. It should matter to all rational creatures - and 
matter a great deal - that wolves are being mistaken by millions for shepherds. Let this country gear up for a 
fitting tribute to the martyred Narendra Dabholkar. 

Swami Agnivesh is president of Worid Councii of Ary a Samaj and Rev Vaison Thampu is principai of St 
Stephen's Cottege, Deihi. 

Tributes 

Thank you for sending me the latest issue of 'Thought & Action.' Narendra Dabholkar's dastardly killing will not 
go in vain. The seeds of reason and compassion that he sowed will yield a rich harvest. Our youth, and 
especially our women, will be more determined now to fight fascist forces wherever they rear their heads - from 
the 'ashrams, of self-styled god men to the cells of outfits of self-proclaimed advocates of religion, culture and 
nationalism. Regards, 


Diteep Padgaonkar 

If they think by shooting one of us they can stop the movement they are wrong - we shall fight harder. Salute to 
Narendra Dabholkar, a martyr to the cause. 


Narendra Nayak, President of FiRA 

Nirbhay band Lets fight ‘Censorship of Thought’. Be brave enough to Stand up against All Religious Terrorisms 

Kunda Pramiia Niiakanth, Activist: 

Dabholkar comes in the tradition of those bold thinkers who tried to give greater meaning to human life. 
Rationalist like him do not assume that they have answers for all the questions that humans can and do ask. But 
where we do have answers, elegant and demonstrable, it is our responsibility to share this knowledge and 
convince others. Otherwise every easily explainable phenomenon can be turned into a mystery or miracle and 
become a powerful tool of exploitation. 

The cumulative effects of such superstitious beliefs can build powerful organizations that not only exploit but also 
keep minds locked up in dark chambers of fear and hopelessness. This becomes fertile ground for 
fundamentalism, prejudice and hatred. It is one thing to ponder over, even cherish, our past beliefs and learn 
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how and why they evolved and shaped human cultures. But it is another to swear by them as infallible and 
everlasting truths. 

We owe it to all people, especially the young to live in a world where the mind is free to explore without the 
constraints of imposed dogmas,blind faith and threat of any kind. Silencing a gentle soul like Dabholkar with an 
ultimate cruel act of violence deprives humanity of the light that a few bold persons are willing to spread on a 
path, dark and confused. 


P.Dayanandan, Retd.Professor, Madras Christian Coiiege 

I did not know Dr. Dabholkar personally, but of course I knew that he was reputed for his activism in highlighting 
the harmful effects of superstition, in particular the practising of barbaric acts and the brainwashing of gullible 
people by charlatans under the guise of ritual. In eliminating this brave spirit, the perpetrators have dealt a 
serious blow to the welfare of ordinary citizens by silencing a voice that spoke loudly and clearly in the cause of 
reason and rationality among human beings. This brutal and most reprehensible act will be condemned by all 
right-thinking people with a sense of morality. Remembering Dr.Dabholkar’s message of reason and taking it to 
heart would be the best way of commemorating him and his noble cause. 


V.Baiakrishnan, Professor, HT Madras 

A great set back and irreparable loss to the world of science, reason and freethinking! Some four months back, I 
had a telecon with Mr. Dhabolkar. He was so enthusiastic about his future action plans and dreams, it made me 
feel as though I was speaking with a spirited youngster on his dreams!! Mr. Dhabolkar’s relentless work among 
the needy masses, contributions to the realm of scientific thought and his endeavors to use law as a weapon to 
combat superstitions and blind belief will remain green in our hearts !! 


Shridhar Prabhu, Lawyer 

This fight will go on. As even in trying to eliminate the person who opposed the irrationality the irrational elements 
have had to resort to weapons of rationality (not a much-vaunted mantras and incantations of dark power but a 
bullet), it implies a victory: A resounding victory for rationalism. Every fighter of rationalism knows they carry this 
risk as it hurts the money, power and ascendancy acquired through corrupt means through crime against 
humanity. We are not afraid of that. What we are afraid of is leaving behind a world without the beacon of reason. 
Their ultimate sacrifice will give rise to more and more Narendra Dabholkars. We salute you and all that you have 
stood for in your active social life as a change agent and we unite ever so strongly to not to let your death go 
unrepented. The fight against irrationality will now be fought on more grounds and more fearlessly and fiercely 
than before. 


P.K.Rath, President, Odisha Rationaiist Society 

A good and just man, a great human being, and one who was an inspiration to many has been cruelly snatched 
away by cowardly criminals who used assassination as argument. 

It shows what a threat the gentle Dabholkar ji was to the forces of unreason. But the senselessness of it all - and 
the full implications of the calamity that has befallen us - will take time to sink in. How safe are the other officers 
of the Andha Shraddha Nirmulan Samiti? 

That the Maharashtra Government rushed to issue today an Ordinance against the perpetrators of Black magic is 
a tragic success and an indication of the moral force Dhabolkar ji commanded in life and death. How are we to 
react to his refusal of police security saying his workers who do not have it would be exposed to danger if he was 
protected ... the world is poorer for the loss of such nobility. 
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Dabholkarji’s life and his martyrdom places him alongside the great fighters for human freedom who are up in the 
skies lighting up humanity’s dark night with their star light. 

With a heavy heart, and with no way of knowing how to console ourselves, 

Babu Gogineni, Director, International Humanist and Ethical Union 


We learnt with great shock and deep pain about the tragic assassination of Dr. Narendra Dabholkar, the leading 
rationalist of Maharashtra and India. 

We did not have the privilege of meeting him personally but knew him since long through correspondence and 
exchange of journals. His work was and will continue to be a source of inspiration. We have been regularly 
receiving the electronic version of Thought and Action, founded by Dr. Narendra Dabholkar. In exchange we 
have been sending the electronic version of Buddhiwadi, our Hindi quarterly. 

The July edition of Buddhiwadi is already in press. The next issue (October, 2013) will be dedicated to the 
memory of Dr. Narendra Dabholkar. 


Ramendra and Kawljeet, 
On behalf of Budhiwadi Samaj and Buddhiwadi Foundation 

All India Peoples Science Network and scientists, science communicators, educators and organizers of the 
people’s science movement who are gathered here at Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore for the All India 
Workshop on the ‘Eyes on Comet ISON’ public science communication campaign strongly condemn the 
dastardly murder of Dr. Narendra Dabholkar by terrorists today at Pune. It is known that Dr. Dabholkar had 
received constant threats to his life by terrorist organizations acting in the name of religion. He continued his 
work courageously, unmindful of these threats, spreading the scientific approach and exposing the fraudulent 
methods of babas, tantriks and self styled godmen. He was the founder and leader of the Andhashraddha 
Nirmulan Samiti and was the editor of the progressive magazine “Sadhana”. 

All of us gathered here take inspiration from the life of Dr. Narendra Dabholkar and pledge to carry forward his 
work and ideals of spreading the scientific temper, and opposing all forms of superstition and religious 
obscurantism . We pledge to combat the forces of communal fascism and terrorism acting in the name of religion 
which are active in different parts of our country today. We affirm the values of the Indian Constitution- of 
scientific temper, secularism, equality and democracy and will work to carry their message to every school, to 
every town and village of our country. Just as those who perpetrated the murder of Gandhiji could not stop his 
values and message, the values and message of Dr. Narendra Dabholkar will also not be stopped by this 
cowardly murder. All of us working in the people’s science movement will work with greater determination and 
vigour to promote science and scientific thinking in the broadest sections of the public to win the battle of ideas 
and defeat the forces of obscurantism and communal fascism in our country. 


T.Gangadharan 


It was a real shock when I read about dr Dabholkar's death yesterday. 


Vassant Shirvaikar 


We lost great friend and he achieved the bill through his death 


Innaiah 


This occassion is very sad. I was shocked to here this yesterday and got the feeling of mourning much more 
stronger than I got when my grand father died two months ago. 


62 



Thought & Action 


Special Issue 


The murder of Dr. Dabholkar needs to be condemned very strongly. I am wondering if my mourning is only about 
his death or is it about death of a more deeper something. 

It seemed yesterday that something which has defined India - promotion of scientific temper has been killed. 

This response may seem emotional, yes emotional it is, but what kept Dr. Dabholkar active in the moment was 
his strength, committment and conviction, all emotional traits, ofcourse they were backed by thought and action. 
Are not emotions necessary to do things against all odds? 


Swati Vaidya 

Dabholkarji's killing is a Sad and shocking news to every rational being in India. It gives us deep pain. It will 
severely damage the reputation of the country. It is a great loss to not only rational community but also to entire 
nation. 

Let all people condemn the killing with louder voice. Long live scientific temper! 


Deeply pained, what a loss. 


M. Nageswararao 


Arvind Gupta 

I read the news of Dabholkar's murder in e-sakal. This is most shocking and also very tragic. I do not know what 
else one can do at such time but to share sorrow with friends who cared for the cause he so ardently espoused. 

Madhukar Deshpande 

This morning's Marathi Channels brought the shocking news of Dr. Dhabolkar. I felt extremely sorry. Medha 
Patkar made a significant statement" This shows what to expect when 'Saffron ;{Hlndutwa} forces come to 
power.? All the youth must ask this same question. 


Keshav Shet Revankar DUBAI. 


When the morning turns dark 


Suddenly there was darkness in the morning. The day of August 20,2013 would go down as the blackest day in 
the enlightenment and reform history not only of supposedly and often proclaimed progressive Maharashtra but 
of the whole country. It was not only an attack on the person of Dr Narendra Dabholkar but more on what he 
symbolised and signified through his untiring missionary zeal and commitment for propagation of rational and 
scientific view of things. He was resolutely committed to enlighten people to adopt reason and scientific method 
in living. This was what our first Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru had besieged us all to create a society with 
scientific temper. 

I had known Dr Dabholkar for over two decades first through Visamata Nirmulan - inequality eradication and 
then Andhshradha Nirmulan - blind faith eradication. It appears he was stuck with eradication! He had inspired 
and built up a strong team of volunteers all over the state for carrying out the science popularization and rational 
opinion building programmes through lectures, workshops and demonstrations. 

lUCAA had offered the group a mobile planetarium which was taken by the volunteers to every nook and corner 
of the rural Maharashtra. This was a great feat of Universe coming to their doorstep. 
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Besides his regulars he also had a battery of irregulars like me. I will suddenly get a call to go to Aurangabad or 
some place to give a lecture or some science programme in a school. Once Dr Lagoo (Dr Shriram Lagoo) 
jokingly told him that we were all his bonded labour. It was his sincerity and great commitment to the cause that 
glued people together. 

We have lost our ablest and charismatic captain in the battle and we have long to go. He lived for a thought and 
its propagation. Person can be eliminated but not a thought. The question is to maintain and accelerate the 
momentum the movement had gained. That is what asks for greater resolve and commitment from all of us who 
formed his extended family of fellow travellers. 

It was an attempt to extinguish the light of reason and rationality right in the morning. Untruth and blind faith that 
have no solid rational base fear reason and scientific method the most. Nothing could be more devastating than 
an argument going against you. The cowardice and impotent response to reason is violence - when you cannot 
win by argument and dialogue, you eliminate the source of reason itself - the person who questions. This was 
precisely what had happened to Dr Dabholkar when he went for his usual morning stroll on the fateful day. 

The question is how do we respond to this wanton act of abject bestiality? This is the question we, all thinking 
people irrespective of whether science practitioners or not, have to address squarely with utmost seriousness 
and commitment. Science practitioners perhaps have a stronger responsibility because they should be 
employing scientific method for earning their living and hence it won’t be too much to expect them also lead the 
way for adoption of scientific method in society at large. 

Now is the time for us all to rise and say clearly and loudly in one voice that we all are Dabholkar. Let the battle 
lines be clearly drawn: Bullets versus Reason, and we all stand by Reason to face bullets. This resolve would be 
a true and apt tribute to our dearest friend who laid his life for the exalted ideal of creating an enlightened society 
that goes by reason and science. 


Naresh Dadhich 

(Naresh Dadhich is Emeritus Professor at The tnter-University Centre for Astronomy and Astrophysics, Pune. He 
is a theoreticai physicist) 


The press and the electronic media covered extensively about the dastardly act. Atheist Centre also conveyed 
the news to many important people immediately Atheist Centre issued a statement to the press. The English 
daily newspapers including the Hindu and also the regional Telugu dailies flashed the news prominently. 

Leading Telugu daily Andhra Jyothi, CPM daily Prajasakthi and CPI daily Visalandhra and others have also 
written Editorials condemning the assassination of Dabholkarji. Yesterday, Aug. 28 the Hindu wrote the editorial, 
entitled "Faithful to a cause". It also published Sandhya Gokhale & Amul Palekar's article "Sorry Doctor, we didn't 
Deserve You" on page 9. Today's The Hindu published prominently news item of the British Humanist 
Association from London. 


We have already published in the Telugu journal "Nasthika margam" (Sept, issue) a detailed article on 
Dabholakrji life and work and his contribution to society. 

We are publishing detailed information on Dabholkarji in the September issue of our Atheist magazine. 


Vijayam 
(Atheist Centre) 

I have uploaded a few of the speeches at a Nishedh/ Nirdhar sabha at goregaon. Perhaps u would like to share 
these with your friends. 

I have never met DR ND but am familiar with his work. We will all miss him and those of u who worked closely 
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with him will miss him more. My heart goes out to u all. 

This is a tough time but I am sure that the entire MANS family will continue to fight for the cause. 


Sushma Samant 


We have already condemned the gruesome killing of Mr. Narendra Dabholkar and raised protest against 
strangulation of progressive and democratic voices across the length and breadth of the country, also 
want to join your effort in the same direction . In this context we would like to know your assessment regarding 
actual intention of the assailants. We would like to know if you have issued any press statement or public 
declaration. Forwarding of the same would be highly appreciated. 

Furthermore we appreciate your endeavor to enact anti-superstition bill in Maharashtra legislative assembly be 
like to get a copy of the same to consider its applicability in the state of Tripura. 

Pradipta Roy 
Secretary 

TRIPURA YUKTIBAD BIKASH MANCHA. 


This is to strongly condemn the killing of Dr. Dabholkar by the evil forces crippling India through ages. 

I'm a Government Engineer willing to contribute your effort in eradicating superstitions. PI. let me know how 
could I. 


S. MALLIK 

M.Tech, Executive Engineer,, PWD, GoWB 


My condolences on the loss of your colleague and friend Dr. Narendra Dabholkar. If there is but a small 
consolation to this tragic event it's that it spreads awareness of your cause within your country and, as I can 
attest, around the world. 

I would like to make a monetary donation to Maharashtra ANiS that would enable you to continue your important 
work. Please advise as to what you need and how I can help. 


Nathan Battan 
Minnesota, US 


I am writing on behalf of the Sri Lanka Rationalist Association. 

We are all deeply saddened by the murder of Dr. Dabholkar and wish to pass on our condolences to his family 
and his Rationalist colleagues and friends.Please be kind enough to pass this on. 


Srilal Perera 
Sri Lanka Rationalist Association 


Cuttlefish 

Narendra Dabholkar 


His name’s not familiar—not here in the states— 
And we don’t know the things he’s said 
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But his work made him someone a fraud really hates 
He was good; he was right; now he’s dead. 

Although the interwebs make it possible for us to peer in on the entire world (or nearly), we generally don’t. It’s 
strange; we are in an information age, where we could stream the news from virtually anywhere, we so often do not 
take advantage of that. We are still creatures of our local communities (sometimes literal and geographically defined, 
sometimes virtual and defined by shared interests), and when something seismically huge happens just outside of our 
(real or virtual) field of vision, a world that waits at our fingertips might just as well be on the other side of the world. 
Which, in a pre-internetworld... it is. 

Narendra Dabholkar has been assassinated. In a technological age where I could know who he is... I mostly don’t. I 
remember hearing about his death, thinking it tragic... and, yeah, moving on. But the thing is, Dabholkar was a giant. 
He was known by millions... just not in the US. His assassination, for saying things I take for granted I can write any 
day, would be on par with the killing of any of the top tier names in atheism here... but he’s not here. 

Anyway. Go read Greta’s piece on his life and his death. Please. Because you live in a world where it is possible to be 
moved by great people anywhere. And because all the good we can glean from a world of information at our fingertips 
is tempered by the knowledge that someone who thinks as we do... was killed for what he thought, and was bold 
enough to act on. 

I just wish I had heard of him long before... and I have to wonder, who am I missing out on right now, that our 
technology gives me access to, and that bigotry, hatred and ignorance will steal from me before I have the opportunity 
to read? 

*sigh* 

Go read Greta’s piece. 

Alter Net 

A Martyr of Modern Skepticism: 

The Assasination of Prominent Atheist 
Narendra Dabhoikar 


Greta Christina 


This incident is not a random outiier, and it does not come out of thin air. 

A great skeptical leader has been assassinated. 

This didn't happen in a tyrannical theocracy. This happened in a modern, supposedly secular nation, with no 
state religion, and with first-class programs of science and medicine. 

And still, for the crime of criticizing religious beliefs, questioning them, and subjecting them to scientific scrutiny, a 
great skeptical leader was gunned down on the street in broad daylight. 

For over two decades. Dr. Narendra Dabholkar dedicated his life to overcoming superstition in India. Originally a 
medical doctor, Dabholkar spent years exposing religious charlatans, quacks, frauds, purveyors of "miracle 
cures," and other con artists preying on gullibility, desperation, and trust. An activist against caste discrimination 
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in India, and an advocate for women's rights and environmentalism, Dabholkar's commitment to social justice 
was expansive and enduring. But it was his work against superstition that earned him his fame. 

India is a huge, hugely diverse country, and much of it -- particularly the south -- is thoroughly modern, urban, 
and largely secular. But much of the country -- particularly the north -- is saturated with self-proclaimed sorcerers, 
faith healers, fortune tellers, psychics, gurus, godmen, and other spiritual profiteers. In parts of the country, 
people are beaten, mutilated ormurdered for being suspected of witchcraft, and there are even rare cases of 
human sacrifice- including the sacrifice of children - in rituals meant to appease the gods. 

Throughout this country, Dabholkar traveled to towns and villages, investigating claims of miracles and magic, 
revealing the physical reality behind the tricks - and organizing travelling troops of activists to do the same. He 
didn't try to persuade people out of the very idea of religious belief, but he was an open atheist, proud and 
unapologetic. He was the founder of the Committee for Eradication of Superstition in Maharashtra (Maharashtra 
Andhashraddha Nirmoolan Samiti). He fought for years for the passage of a controversial anti-black-magic bill in 
India. 

And it was his work against superstition that almost certainly cost him his life. On August 20, at seven in the 
morning during his morning walk, two men ran up to him on the street, shot him four times, and drove off on 
motorbikes that had been parked nearby. He was 67. As of this writing, there has been one arrest made in the 
case - Sandeep Shinde, a member of the hard-line right-wing Hindu organization Sanatan Sanstha. 

A little background on Sanatan Sanstha. They are repeatedly referred to by the Times of India as "right-wing 
Hindu organization, Sanatan Sanstha." In 2011, two of its members were convicted of the 2008 bombings of two 
theaters - bombings that were committed "because the movie and the play showed Hindu gods in a bad light." 
(Four other group members were also arrested for the bombings, but were not convicted.) Their literature speaks 
of converting India into a divine kingdom ruled by themselves, and of "destroying evil by all means, even by 
laying down one's life." Sanal Edamaruku, another experienced debunker of superstition in India (and a longtime 
friend and colleague of Dr. Dabholkar), described them to me as "a fanatic (or rightly, fundamentalist) Hindu 
group." 

The organization is a strange blend: a fringe extremist group that nevertheless wields significant cultural 
influence, like a mashup of Operation Rescue and the Catholic League. As atheist/ skeptical activist and blogger 
Avicenna (from the A Million Gods blog) commented, "Sanatan are basically one of the many organisations of 
'Hindu Supremacy.' They are generally called Saffron Terror in India." At the same time, Avicenna noted, "they 
often shut down any movie considered progressive" - with the result being that "Indian movies have actually 
gotten more and more conservative." But despite the influence that they wield, a campaign to ban the group has 
been seriously considered by the Indian government - despite the strong religious sentiment in the country, and 
despite the country's commitment to freedom of religion, even at the cost of giving religious charlatans free rein. 

And when Dabholkar was murdered, Sanatan Sanstha responded by saying that his murder was deserved: that 
"everybody gets the fruit of their karma," and that "instead of dying bedridden through illness, or after some 
surgery, such a death for Dabholkar is a blessing of the almighty." (Note: As of this writing, the Sanatan Sanstha 
website has been "shut down for some days" - supposedly due to "technical problems.") 

A member of Sanatan Sanstha has been arrested for Dabholkar's murder. But an arrest is not a conviction: the 
investigation is still in its early stages. And Dabholkar had many enemies. Faith healing, fortune-telling, miracle 
potions, the promise of intercession with the gods, and the sale of charms, amulets, and other supposedly 
magical trinkets are all Indian Mythbusters are hardcore.") He had received threats from multiple right-wing Hindu 
groups, and had even been beaten by followers of gurus whose "work" he had debunked. 

It would be easy to dismiss the assassination of Dabholkar as an anomaly, a freakish act of a freakish fringe 
group, with no more cultural or political significance than any other senseless murder. But this incident is not a 
random outlier, and it does not come out of thin air. Overt hostility to any questioning of religious and spiritual 
belief is all too common in India - to the point where it even gets enforced by the law. 
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Popular skeptical debunker Sanal Edamaruku has been in exile from India for over a year -- charged, literally, 
with the crime of blasphemy. Author and translator Matcha Laxmaiah (Krantikar) was arrested several years ago, 
under the same blasphemy law, for translating some of the works of Salman Rushdie, Taslima Nasreen, and 
other critics of Islam. And in November of 2012, Shaheen Dhada and Renu Srinivasan were arrested, again 
under this same blasphemy law, for criticizing the shutdown of Mumbai during a Hindu leader's funeral. 

This is not an anomaly. Yes, it is an extreme act, and it is being widely condemned around India. But it is not an 
insignificant anomaly -- any more than the murder of abortion doctors in the United States. 

And if you're in the United States, and you're thinking this could never happen here? Think again. The parallels 
between India and the United States are eerie. Both are modern states, world leaders in science and medicine. 
Both are secular states -- in theory. In practice, both have serious problems with separation between government 
and religion, and government endorsement of religion on both small and large scales are commonplace. Both are 
large, hugely diverse countries, with cultural divides showing up along geographic ones: both have regions that 
are more prosperous, technological, educated, and secular... and regions that are more steeped in poverty, more 
rural, less educated, and more religious. Both have cultures deeply entrenched in religious and spiritual belief... 
cultures which, much of the time, are actively hostile to established scientific thought, and indeed to the very idea 
of science and the scientific examination of religious or spiritual claims. Yet at the same time -- and probably not 
coincidentally -- both have rapidly rising rates of religious non-belief, with active, vibrant skeptical and atheist 
communities that are growing more visible by leaps and bounds. 

So it's not surprising to find both countries deeply involved in a culture war about religion. Not a war between 
competing religions, but between religion and the lack thereof: between religion and those willing to criticize it, 
question it, scrutinize it, demand that it show evidence for its claims, and expose its more blatant frauds to the 
cold light of day. 

Narendra Dabholkar is not the first martyr of atheism, skepticism or secularism. In 1600, Giordano Bruno was 
burned at the stake for arguing, among other things, that the sun was just one star among many; in 1697, 

Thomas Aikenhead was hanged in public in Scotland for stating privately to friends that he thought the Bible 
stories were fables. Dabholkar is not even the first martyr of the modern-era atheist and skeptical movement: 
earlier this year, four people were killed and over 200 injured in anti-atheist riots in Bangladesh, and atheist 
blogger Rajib Haider was brutally murdered in Bangladesh for criticizing Islam and advocating secular 
government. But he is almost certainly, by far, the most prominent public figure in the modern skeptical 
movement to be assassinated. 

Narendra Dabholkar is not the first, but let us hope he is the last. And we should not simply hope for this - or 
pray, or consult fortune tellers, or purchase amulets that we're told wil ward off assassination. We need to work 
to create a world where this will never happen again. 
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